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Heather Elizabeth Michael 
 
 
The purpose of this work is to explore the spatial lives of three adolescents in 
grade nine, between January and May, as they navigated their lives and anticipated their 
upcoming transition to high school (for students in Grades 10 – 12), with an interest in 
equitable access to International Baccalaureate programs.  Researched in Halifax, Nova 
Scotia, Canada, in a context where access to IB was a student choice, free of cost, and 
void of consideration regarding academic history, the students involved in this study 
came from neighborhoods that have been historically marginalized from participation in 
IB, regardless of this “open access” policy.   
Methodologically, this study is grounded in spatial theory (hooks 1989; Lefebvre, 
1979, 1991; Soja, 1996, 2010) and draws on narrative (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; 
Naraian, 2017) and ethnographic techniques (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995; LeCompte 
& Schensul, 1999; Merriam, 2009), using an a/r/tographic stance, that is Artist, 
Researcher, Teacher positionality (Fendler, 2013; Irwin & Springgay, 2008) as a way to 
	
conceptualize the adolescents lives in and outside of school.  The research questions 
address: how adolescents define, describe and map the spaces where they spend time; 
how they describe their identities, experiences and relationships across space and time; 
and, what connections they make between engaging in this process and their perceptions 
about high school.   
The findings suggest that the spatial stories of adolescents matter, are complex, 
and provide insight into the ways in which they navigate their worlds and make decisions 
about their academic futures.  Methodologically, using a narrative and ethnographically 
inspired a/r/tographic approach to exploring the spatial lives of adolescents was useful 
and generative in terms of eliciting insight and understanding of their complex lives in 
and out of school.  Finally, the findings suggest that for schools seeking to become more 
inclusive of historically marginalized adolescents, they may need to reconsider an 
approach that pulls marginalized youth into the “main body” (hooks, 1989), and, instead, 
travel to the “margin” (hooks, 1989) to re-conceptualize and design programs from there, 
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…the space of radical openness is a margin  
…a profound edge… 
locating oneself there is difficult yet necessary.  
 It is not a ‘safe place’.  One is always at risk.   
One needs a community of resistance.  
(hooks, 1989, p. 206) 
 
The hooks quotation above is woven throughout my dissertation, serving as a key 
metaphor for my analysis.  I came to realize that the reason I have been able to view my 
work using this lens is because I am supported by people whose influence on my life 
gave me the wisdom, and courage to grow with my research and move to a space of 
radical openness.   
 
To my Mom, Sandra Read, for always challenging me to question the status quo, for 
modeling empathy for children, compassion for the stories people tell, and for reinforcing 
education for everyone above all else; my foundation as a teacher and researcher comes 
from what I have learned from watching and listening to you.  Thank you for supporting 
me through the good and the difficult parts of this, always reminding me that I am more 
than the words I put on a page. 
 
To my Dad, Gordon Michael, for teaching me the importance of communities, of 
listening to people, and for showing me what it means to pay attention to knowledge that 
lives in neighborhoods through your own career.  Your stories inevitably shaped my 
thinking and informed the beliefs that underpin this work.  Thank you for always talking 
about big ideas, and for encouraging me to push the boundaries of my own thinking.    
 
To my sisters, Alexis Michael and Margaret Michael, for your unwavering support of me 
in all of my endeavors, for understanding the time needed to do this research, and for 
simultaneously being willing to give me space to do it, and distraction from it.  I have 
relied on you as sisters, friends and champions of me more than you know.   
 
And, to my dear friends Maria Rouvalis and Wendell Thomas, you came into my life at a 
crucial point in this process, validating my inquiry through your own radical openness 
and interest, engaging in the conversations that drove my analysis, and providing the 
guidance, support and motivation I needed to finish.   This work is fundamentally 
different and stronger because of your involvement in it, and especially because of your 
care of me. 
 
Mom, Dad, Alexis, Margaret, Maria, and Wendell:  
My community of resistance.  








 Spatial theory, that is the interconnection between spaces and relationships over 
time, guides the framing of my dissertation, and the way in which I think about the many 
people who helped me with this project.  This process has spanned almost four years, two 
countries, and has relied on old and new relationships.  The list of people who have 
supported this work is almost impossible to generate; between my participants, the 
teachers and community members who let me into their spaces, my colleagues and 
administrators who gave me the flexibility to do this research, my friends and family 
from Nova Scotia who supported my move to New York to embark on this degree, to my 
friends and professors in New York who supported my return home to finish it; I have 
been helped at every turn and I am forever grateful.    
 I would like to especially thank my advisors whose teaching and commitment to 
my work shaped who I have become as a researcher.  To my sponsor, Dr. Marjorie Siegel, 
you became a supporter of me before my first class with you at TC and have remained as 
such throughout this entire journey.  Thank you for pushing me to do this research in a 
way that went beyond parameters I had imposed for myself, and for your friendship 
throughout.  To Dr. Srikala Naraian, my advisor, narrative mentor and steadfast supporter 
of me.  Thank you for your unwavering encouragement, care of my work, and most 
importantly your kindness.  And, to Dr. Haeny Yoon, for teaching me to embrace the fun 
in data collection and analysis, for your excitement about my research, and for your 




 To my participants, the teachers and administrators at Smith Junior High, the 
community members at Atla, and in the neighborhoods where this research took place, 
thank you for letting me into your spaces, and for sharing your stories.  Your generosity 
is the heart of this study, and will impact schooling in ways we can never comprehend. 
 To the administrators and teachers at Thomas High School who made it possible 
to come and go, actively engaging in the work, wanting to know about the findings, their 
impact and how to implement them, thank you.  I am particularly grateful to Joe 
Morrison for your interest, vision and for giving me the flexibility I needed to engage in 
this project, and to Maria Rouvalis for your engagement and commitment to these ideas 
and this research.  With your combined leadership, we can make this happen.  I am also 
forever indebted to Wade Smith whose commitment to asking questions about inequity 
was the motivation for this project.     
 To my NYC study group, Chico Knight, Amanda Fellner and Rachel Weis, thank 
you for being the best “Doc Pals” anyone could ask for; you are inspirations as friends 
and as educators.  To my west side cheerleaders, Sarah Coates and Sarah Heibein, thank 
you for your friendship.  To my Halifax IB champions, Mary MacDonald, Cindy Tully 
and Ian Morrison, thank you for seeing the potential in this project, for your excitement 
for me to go away, and your encouragement for me to come home.  Thank you also to 
Paul Campbell and Cherissa Vitter for modeling what it is to have vision and passion for 
an equitable IB for all, and for cheering me along every step of the way.     
 Finally, to my parents and sisters, thank you for your support in the hard and easy 
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INTRODUCTION TO STUDY 
This is a study about spaces and the stories that live within and across them.  
Specifically, it is about neighborhoods and adolescents’ lives, how they make sense of 
the stories in those spaces, and how those stories inform their engagement with school.  
This study was designed to better understand how knowing more about the spatial lives 
of adolescents can help educators to better engage in equitable practices when creating 
opportunities for access to a range of academic pathways, in this case, to the International 
Baccalaureate Diploma Program.  While this purpose remained the same, the initial 
assumptions that I had about spatial relationships changed as I listened to my participants 
and engaged in my own spatial exploration.  Subsequently, this dissertation is as much a 
sharing of the stories of the participants as it is a lesson to adults about conceptualizing 
and re-conceptualizing our own lives, in the spaces we share with adolescents.  It offers a 
statement about what it seems to take to move towards equitable access in schools       
 Spatial theory, specifically the work by Lefebvre (1971, 1991) and Soja (1996, 
2010) and the writing of hooks (1989) provide the theoretical underpinnings of this study.  
As I began thinking about schools as spaces, and thought about academic programs as 
particular spaces, hooks’ quotation, “to be in the margin is to be part of the whole but 
outside the main body” (1989, p. 204) resonated with me.  When I started this study, I 
thought that the outcome of the work would be about getting adolescents who perceive 
themselves as being in the margin, to see themselves as part of the main body.  I thought 




them to see themselves differently in school.  I now realize that that was an error in my 
logic.  I assumed that the change that needed to happen was with them, changing how 
they see themselves, separate from anything else. 
Over the course of this study, I have come to realize that as long as the “main 
body” does not change, it is unfair and unrealistic to ask those who are, or perceive 
themselves to be, on the “margin” to change.  If they had wanted to be part of that “main 
body,” they would have figured out a way by now; if they wanted to be an IB Diploma 
student, they, the adolescents and the communities where they live, probably would have 
found ways to make it happen.  In fact, to ask adolescents to enter into the main body, 
especially if it does not bridge their lived experiences, actually flies in the face of the 
ideas that should be underpinning the idea of equitable access. 
Later in the article in which hooks introduces the idea of the “main body” and the 
“margin,” she argues that the main body is not the place to start to inspire change.  
Instead, she says the “space of radical openness is a margin – a profound edge” (1989, p. 
206).  Change in schools is not going to come from pulling adolescents from the margins 
into the main body.  Instead, she says change is going to happen if we re-conceptualize 
the programs we are running from the margin.  As hooks argues, “Locating oneself there 
is difficult yet necessary.  It is not a ‘safe’ place.  One is always at risk.  One needs a 
community of resistance.” (hooks, 1989, p. 206).  So, while this is still a story about 
spaces that adolescents travel, the ways they navigate the world, and the stories they tell.  
It is also about the spaces I got to travelled alongside of them, and at their direction, and 
the realizations I made about my own attachments to the main body of argument about 




learned, and what this research reveals, is that the spatial lives of adolescents matter 
deeply and much can be learned about their experiences if we ask, listen and move 
beyond our own boundaries.  Equitable access is not going to happen if we respond from 
the main body; we need to move to the margins with those who have been excluded, hear 
their stories and push in on the main body to make changes, together, as a “community of 
resistance” (hooks, 1989, p. 206). 
My Own IB Spatial Story 
My own IB story begins when I was the same age as the participants I worked 
with in this study.  On a Sunday afternoon, in the spring 1997, I was a grade nine student 
in Halifax Nova Scotia, Canada.  My parents decided that we should go to an open house 
at the local private school.  At the time, it was the only school in the city offering the 
International Baccalaureate Diploma Program (IB Diploma Program).  After touring the 
school and reading the brochure, I decided that I wanted to pursue the IB Diploma 
Program.  With the support of my parents, I wrote a series of entrance tests, completed 
scholarship applications, and successfully received entrance and financial support to 
pursue my IB future as a student.  Once there, I was well supported by teachers who 
championed my diverse interests, and a headmaster, Mr. John Messenger, who saw me as 
a young leader in the school.  I graduated in 2000 with an International Baccalaureate 
Diploma and a scholarship to university.  
As early as I can remember, going to university was always part of my plan.  At 
no point did I ever see entry into a school program as a barrier, and I come from a family 
that supported all educational endeavors.  Doing the IB was prohibitive for me as the only 




in sports, music and leadership, and as I was a practiced test-taker, the entrance exam and 
application for a scholarship for being ‘well-rounded’ was a possibility, and then a reality 
for me.  Doing IB leveraged me into a level of scholarship that made university a 
rewarding experience.  Naturally, when I became a teacher, I wanted to facilitate the 
same for my students. 
As circumstance would have it, I completed my education teacher training and 
was offered a job in a newly minted IB public high school in 2007.  Under the leadership 
of John Messenger, my former headmaster, who retired from that independent school and 
worked for the Province of Nova Scotia until 2014, eleven public high schools in Nova 
Scotia received authorization from the International Baccalaureate Organization in 2006 
to become IB World Schools able to offer the IB Diploma Program to any students who 
wanted to pursue it.  The IB Diploma Program is a two-year curriculum offered to 
students in their final years of high school.  Nova Scotia’s implementation of this 
curriculum was notable at the time as the region was one of the few districts in the world, 
offering it at no cost to students, in an open access model across the province.  In Nova 
Scotia, students attend neighborhood schools from elementary through high school.  In an 
effort to promote access, rules were changed so that students who were not 
geographically zoned to attend a high school with an IB Diploma Program.  Championed 
in Canada and in the IB community across North America, this ‘open access’ move was 
heralded as being both progressive and aspirational for other regions across the Americas.  
In 2008, after the IB Coordinator at the school where I was working left, John 
Messenger (who was consulting with my principal) suggested I assume the role, in spite 




one that I held for seven more years.  Though I was not part of the initial development of 
the program, I did assume a leadership role both in the school and in the region helping to 
build the program in the school and across the province.  When I left to pursue my 
doctorate in 2015, I was the president of the Atlantic Canadian Association of IB World 
Schools, and remained a teacher trainer for emerging IB teachers across North America.   
In my various roles with the IB in Nova Scotia and in North America, there were 
particular trends that began to become clear with respect to the students taking advantage 
of the IB Diploma Program.  One of my responsibilities as an IB Coordinator was to 
travel to four of the junior highs that fed into my school, between the months of January 
and March of each school year, to inform grade nine students about the pre-IB program in 
Grade 10, designed to support them in building the skills and knowledge that they would 
use in the IB Diploma Program in grades eleven and twelve.  Each year, I would talk with 
students, parents and teachers in the junior highs, espousing the benefits of the program, 
designed for students who are motivated, trying to dispel that it is only for students at the  
“top of the class.”  I developed some key phrases that I said more times than I can count: 
“this program is for students who do most of their work, most of the time, and like school, 
most days,” “this program is not necessarily for gifted students, though they can find a 
home here” and, “if you think you might regret not trying it, give it a shot, you can 
always leave, but you can’t always switch into it.”  Now, I cringe at some of what I said, 
realizing that my language was perpetuating rather than changing the story of what IB is 
about.  However, at the time, my intention was to try to change the perception of who the 
program was for through my explanation of it, even if now I approach that same goal in a 




the support that the Provincial government had (and continues to have) for the 
implementation of the IB Diploma Program both in idea and in terms of finances.   
And yet, in spite of this series of efforts, and momentum building from students 
entering the program and experiencing success in college and university, recruiting 
students remained a challenge.  Each year, there were students in grades ten and eleven 
who said that they had made choices that they later regretted with respect to not taking 
the pre-IB and IB Diploma Program.  Moreover, there were and continue to be trends of 
underrepresentation of certain populations, specifically when it comes to African Nova 
Scotian and indigenous Mi’kmaq students enrolled in the program.  Anecdotally, with IB 
and other programs on offer, there seemed to be trends of younger siblings enrolling in 
the programs that their older siblings participated in, and friend groups enrolling in 
programs together.  Finally, many students have said that they chose a program based on 
a junior high school teacher’s recommendation or because their parents made the choice 
for them.  These observations were informally shared by my colleges, IB Coordinators at 
the other schools across the province, and in the region.   
In 2015, the Nova Scotia Department of Education and Early Childhood 
Development completed a large-scale educational review that informed the creation of 
Nova Scotia’s Action Plan for Education. The purpose of this plan is to guide provincial 
educational practices, policies and reform, over the next five years, to reduce the 
achievement gap that exists for many students from low socioeconomic communities, and 
of African Nova Scotian and Aboriginal heritage.   One specific goal is that “students do 
better, especially in math and literacy, and that they are better prepared to lead productive 




the importance of developing: “equity education programs that highlight Acadian, 
African Nova Scotian, and Mi’kmaq cultures, and provide them to students and staff” (p. 
20), groups who, in Nova Scotia, have historically been underrepresented in all 
specialized programs including the IB Diploma Program (DP).  This Nova Scotia report 
came on the heels of the release of a document in 2014 by the International Baccalaureate 
Organization entitled the Equity and Excellence (E2) framework as part of a larger 
“Bridging the Equity Gap” initiative.  This project, largely based in the United States, 
focuses on identifying and supporting students from low-income communities, 
specifically calling “…for the development of a framework and a consulting model to 
guide schools in the process of including and supporting their low-income students to 
succeed in the completion of the DP” (IBO, 2014, p. 1), and emphasizes supporting 
students who may, on their own, not be able to access an IB Diploma Program based on 
availability, costs that students assume, or other supports needed. 
I returned to Nova Scotia in 2017 and assumed a teaching position at Thomas 
High School, another public high school that offers the IB Diploma Program.  This 
school has the highest IB Diploma Program enrolments in the province, a strong cadre of 
teachers, many of whom have been at the school since the IB Diploma Program was 
implemented.  Drawing from five junior high schools, each year between one-hundred-
sixty and two-hundred-twenty grade nine students enroll in the pre-IB program for grade 
ten.  These students predominantly represent three of the junior high schools that feed 
into the school.  Two of the junior highs, located in part of the city that draws students 
from low – middle socioeconomic statues, and have a large population of students who 




Junior High rarely sends students who are not part of the French Immersion Program.  As 
I set out to do this research, I wanted to know why. 
In obvious ways, the purpose of the research was to situate the experiences of 
students in a Halifax school within the broader context of conversations about equity in 
Nova Scotia and in the IB community in Nova Scotia.  But throughout the process, and 
now, I cannot separate that purpose from my own motivations as a student, teacher and 
researcher, particularly as I was appointed to be the IB coordinator at Thomas High 
School for the 2018 school year as I completing my study.  My path as a high school 
student was leveraged as a result of a series of opportunities afforded to me by my 
parents, teachers and the IB program itself.  As a teacher and an IB Coordinator I work to 
support students in the same kinds of ways, trying to be like the teachers who supported 
me.  Now, as a scholar, it feels urgent to better understand where we, as a province, are 
falling short when it comes to underrepresented students; this study attempts to explore 
this need.  At the same time, since I began this research, I have had to question my own 
stance, beliefs and positionality in this work.  I have been part of the “main body” (hooks, 
1989, p. 204) of the IB community in Nova Scotia and in North America. I believe in the 
value of this program and cannot separate that from the purpose of this research.  Thus, I 
have had to do a close examination of my own biases, the language I use in talking about 
students and academics, and the practices that I have been part of that have may 
unintentionally reinforced the very inequities I am trying to dispel.  Subsequently, the 
research I conducted also challenged my own thinking, my language, and the practices I 




spatial story and the lessons that adults should consider as they attempt to engage in work 
under the umbrella of “equitable access.” 
Background Of The Study 
Thinking about Neighborhoods as Spaces 
 In May 2016, I was visiting Thomas High School on a trip home from New York 
and had a meeting scheduled with the principal, Wade Smith.  In anticipation of the 
meeting, my colleague Ian, who was also the International Baccalaureate (IB) 
Coordinator at the school and I began talking about how we were going to address the 
questions we knew that Wade was going to ask us, something along the lines of: how do 
we get more African Nova Scotian students into IB?  How does IB work for the students 
who come from Smith Junior High and Oldfield Junior High?  Why is that neighborhood 
not represented when I walk into IB classes?  In our preparation for the meeting, an idea 
emerged that was formulated over time: equitable access into high school is a 
neighborhood question when dealing with a neighborhood school.  Why do students from 
one neighborhood trend towards certain programs, while others do not? How are 
neighborhoods experienced by the adolescents who live in them?  What is unique about 
the various spaces? 
 Over the two and a half years that have transpired since that meeting, I have 
researched issues of equitable access, IB and transitions.  The question of the 
neighborhood continued coming back as the under-theorized aspect of this inquiry.  
Neighborhoods are not simply geographic places, or locations.  Neighborhoods are 
spaces that are created through relationships, over time.  Spaces generate knowledge that 




the identities we take on.  bell hooks says, “spaces can be real and imagined…can tell 
stories and unfold histories…can be interrupted, appropriated, and transformed” (hooks, 
1989, p. 209).  This subsequently led to the question, how do adolescents experience 
relationships over time and across spaces and in neighborhoods? 
 While this study is about spaces, it was driven by a desire to better understand 
how to encourage and support equitable access to IB Diploma programs.  In the broad 
scope of this research, equitable access is discussed and understood to mean that all 
students in Halifax should be able to enter and complete the International Baccalaureate 
Programs; yet within this study, it is the decision to opt into a pre-IB pathway that is 
being considered.  It is important to recognize that questions of equitable access are often 
framed as comparisons between groups of people who have something, and a group of 
people who do not.  In the case of equitable access to particular school programs, 
equitable access can be measured in many ways, including geographically by 
neighborhood.  When this happens, there is a risk in terms of both perception and 
discourse, to frame people or places as being on the “fringe” in a negative or derogatory 
way.  That is not the intention of this work.  
Taking on a spatial perspective, particularly in exploring the experiences of 
adolescents, is a way to re-center, validate and better understand how their spatial lives 
inform their approach to school.  hooks talks about this as being a “spatiality of inclusion” 
(hooks, as cited in Soja, 1996, p. 99).  When thinking about space in this way, “the 
political project is to [then] occupy the (real-and-imagined) spaces on the margins, to 
reclaim these lived spaces as locations of radical openness and possibility, and to make 




conjunction with the radical subjectivities of others” (hooks as cited in Soja, 1996, p. 99).  
This perspective not only guided this work, it became part of the conclusions and 
implications, as outlined at the beginning of this chapter, and further explored later.  
Subsequently, bringing a spatial lens to the problem of equitable access to IB programs 
was able to produce new understandings of and ways to address the inequities these 
adolescents’ experiences. 
Education in Nova Scotia 
 To understand the context of this study, it is important to understand the education 
system in Nova Scotia.  Education in Canada is a provincial responsibility, meaning that 
curriculums, education policies and teacher certification are determined without federal 
interference. In Nova Scotia, it is the Nova Scotia Department of Education and Early 
Childhood Development (NSDEECD) that oversees education, creates most curriculum 
and controls funding.  Within the province, there are seven regional education centers 
that divide the province up geographically to locally manage education implementation.  
The largest center in the province, and the site of school that is central to this study, is the 
Halifax Regional Center for Education (HRCE).  The HRCE serves over forty-eight 
thousand students in one-hundred-thirty-five schools employing approximately 9000 staff 
(https://www.hrce.ca/about-hrce/about-us, accessed September 9, 2018).     
There are special educational provisions in place for the province’s Acadian 
(French) and Mi’kmaq (Indigenous) populations.  In addition to the seven geographic 
school boards, there is an eighth board, the Conseil Scolaire Acadien Provincial (CSAP) 
that oversees French language schooling across the province.  It serves 5000 students in 




of the Acadian community.  This is in addition to/separate from French language 
instruction and French immersion programming in the English schools in the other seven 
boards.  CSAP schools still fall under the mandate of the NSDEECD.  The province’s 
indigenous population, the Mi’kmaq, fall under different educational legislation, The 
Mi’kmaq Education Act.  Developed in 2002 as part of a tripartite agreement between the 
provincial and federal governments and the thirteen Mi’kmaq bands in Nova Scotia, it 
oversees education for about 3000 Mi’kmaq students.  Students who are Mi’kmaq and 
Acadian are not mandated to attend schools on first nations reservations or through the 
CSAP system.   
According to an analysis of Statistics Canada’s census numbers, Nova Scotia has 
the highest graduation rate in Canada, at 87% (http://www.the10and3.com/the-vast-
disparity-in-canadas-high-school-graduation-rates-00016/, accessed April 29, 2017).  Of 
particular note is that Mi’kmaq students on reserve in Nova Scotia graduate at a rate of 
75%, a figure that is considerably higher than the national average of 35% 
(http://www.cea-ace.ca/education-canada/article/nova-scotia-mi’kmaw-model-first-
nation-education, Accessed April 29, 2017).  Yet in spite of this national achievement, 
there remain disparities in terms of literacy, numeracy and equity specifically impacting 
Aboriginal/Mi’Kmaq Nova Scotian students (Province of Nova Scotia, 2015).    
Transition to High School 
In the Province of Nova Scotia, students choose the courses and programs they 
want to take in high school, beginning in grade ten.  For the majority of students and 
families, this is the first major educational choice they make in their public school 




grades.1 Students throughout their schooling attend their neighborhood school, so choices 
about special programs are within the building.   
Between December and April of each school year, teachers from the high schools, 
including guidance counselors, program coordinators, French immersion teachers, 
cooperative education teachers, arts and music teachers, and others, visit grade nine 
classes in junior high schools to help students with the course selection process.  
Meetings are held for parents to inform them about different options.  Junior high 
guidance counselors then sit with each student to help them make a choice about the 
courses and/or program they will enroll in for high school.  At the end of this process, 
students select their courses online and find themselves in these classes the following 
September. 
Although there is some variation across the province in terms of programs 
available for students at particular schools, most students have options that include a 
range of courses including music, arts and access to various science and math classes.  
Some students continue with French Immersion programming, which starts in elementary 
and junior high.  Over the past fifteen years, there have been more comprehensive 
programs that have been created or adopted.  The Options and Opportunities program 
(O2) is an example of this.  The O2 program begins in grade ten and offers “hands-on 
learning experiences with a career focus” (Nova Scotia Department of Education, 2013, 
2).  Students enrolled in the three year O2 program are guaranteed a seat in the Nova 
Scotia Community College, and are also prepared for university.  Recently, the 
development of online programming through the Nova Scotia Virtual School has helped 
																																																								




to create opportunities for access for students who want particular courses that are not 
available at their local high schools, a concern for some rural high school students.   
In 2006, after several years of commitment by the then Nova Scotia Department 
of Education2, eleven public high schools in Nova Scotia were given authorization by the 
International Baccalaureate Organization (IBO) to become IB World Schools.  This 
brought the total number of IB World Schools in the province up to fifteen.  Part of the 
mandate of this roll out was that any student in the province who wanted to take the IB 
Diploma Program could have access.  If the program was not offered as one of the 
options at their neighborhood/community high school, they could make arrangements to 
travel to the closest school that offered it.  Students do not pay fees to be part of the IB 
Diploma Program.  Becoming an IB Diploma Program high school student is, at least 
theoretically, a possible choice for all Nova Scotian grade nine students about to make 
decisions about the courses or programs they intend to take as they transition to high 
school.     
Understanding The International Baccalaureate Diploma Program 
The International Baccalaureate Organization (IBO) was founded in 1968 as a 
non-profit educational organization committed to providing an educational program that 
“aims to develop inquiring, knowledgeable and caring young people who help to create a 
better and more peaceful world through intercultural understanding and respect” (IBO, 
2009, p. ii).  The IB offers four programs for students aged 3-19.  The first, and longest 
running program is the IB Diploma Program (IB Diploma Program) for students in their 
last two years of high school.  This program is often described as being “academically 
																																																								




rigorous,” promoting the value of well-rounded students who are prepared to take on 
university and college level courses.  The IB also has a Middle Years Program, founded 
in 1994, a Primary Years Program, founded in 1997, and a second high school Career-
Related Program, founded in 2012.  As of August 2017, the IB offers 6258 programs in 
4871 schools around the world (ibo.org, accessed August 18, 2018).  Of those schools, 
60.3 % of them are in the Americas region (North and South American countries).  
Growth of the IB has been exponential over the past two decades.  In the United States, 
the number of IB programs increased from one-hundred0thirty-three in 1994 to one-
thousand-three-hundred-ninety in 2013 (Saavedra, 2014).  Since then, globally, between 
2012 and 2017, the number of IB programs has increased by 39.3% 
(http://www.ibo.org/about-the-ib/facts-and-figures/, accessed August 18, 2018).  In 
Canada, there are 378 IB world schools; the IB Diploma Program is offered by 179 of 
these schools, and the other schools offer one or more of the other IB programs.  As 
mentioned above, fifteen of these schools, all exclusively IB Diploma Program, are 
located in Nova Scotia.    
The IB Diploma Program is a two-year all encompassing program, differing from 
the College Board’s Advanced Placement (AP) in which students and schools pick and 
choose which courses to take and offer.  Students enrolled in the IB Diploma Program 
take six subjects across five different academic areas including: a literature study, a 
second language, a science, a math, a social science or history and can opt to do fine arts.  
Three of these courses are completed at a “higher level” (meaning that they taught over 
two-hundred-forty hours, covering more topics) and three of these courses are studied at a 




topics).  They also complete the IB Core that includes a 4000 word independent extended 
essay (EE), an epistemology course called Theory of Knowledge (TOK) and engage in 
extra-curricular activities including community service through the creativity, activity 
and service program (CAS) (IBO, 2018). Within this format, schools have autonomy to 
choose from the catalogue of courses to fulfill the various offerings needed to complete 
the IB Diploma Program.  For example, some schools may choose to offer a history 
course that focuses on the Americas, while another school may offer a course that focuses 
on Europe and the Middle East.  Schools have the ability to diversify their course 
offerings, giving students the option to choose from a range of courses within each 
academic area.  This has advantages as it allows schools to create programs for students 
that are based on their interests and local demand.   
According to the IB literature, the programs focus on the development of 
“internationally minded people who, recognizing their common humanity and shared 
guardianship of the planet, help to create a better and more peaceful world” (IBO, 2015, p. 
4).  The emphasis on international mindedness is seen in the content of each course; 
students study literature from different regions in the world, explore how math and 
science concepts emerged in different ways on different continents.  This is intended to 
provide students with the opportunity to learn from an international perspective, but 
sometimes comes at the expense of less time being spent on local community knowledge 
or acknowledgment.  For example, IB students in Nova Scotia do not, for instance, have 
to take a Canadian History class (which could include Canadian History, African 




The ten attributes associated with this objective are listed in the International 
Baccalaureate Learner Profile3; IB students and educators are encouraged to develop 
these attributes across all subjects.   These attributes are intended to lead students into 
being skilled critical thinkers; subsequently, the assessment practices in each of the IB 
classes are not about reproducing content, but are designed to show how thinking skills 
are applied.  In some contexts, students who want to take an IB course are allowed to 
enroll in a single IB certificate course rather than complete the full Diploma; however, 
schools must offer appropriate selections of courses so that the Diploma is available for 
interested students.  
In spite of this range of programming, the commitment to ideals such as 
international mindedness, and ‘well-rounded’ students, IB programs continue to be 
described as being about “academic achievement and university readiness” (Kettler & 
Hurst, 2017) and “rigor.”  This tension in the discourse of IB programs is further 
exemplified when looking at efforts made by the IBO in the pursuit of equitable access to 
programming.     
Equity, Access and Equitable Access 
 There has been an ongoing unclear understanding about what it means to achieve 
equitable access in the design of an IB program.  Part of this tension is a discursive 
problem: interpretations and understandings of what is meant by “equity and access” or 
“equitable access” are as complex and contextual as the schools where these challenges 
reside.  While a more detailed exploration of this tension exists in the literature review, 
for purposes of clarity, it is important to recognize that equity is often problematically 
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treated as a comparison about “life chances” for members of one group versus another 
(Jordan, 2010); for example, higher versus lower socioeconomic groups, or between one 
culture or race to another.  In educational contexts, equity is often paired with the idea of 
access, but how that is measured differs.  In some cases, pursuits of equity are often 
measured by the ability of a minoritized group to access a particular opportunity; in other 
cases, the measure is in the achievement of equal outcomes as a result of participation by 
both and/or all groups (Jordan, 2010; Nieto, 2000).  The complicating factor is that these 
definitions are not often paired together.  As previously noted, for purposes of this work, 
I am using the term “equitable access” as a measure that includes both representative 
engagement and successful outcomes in the IB Diploma as my definition.  However, the 
scope of the study seeks to better understand the experiences of adolescents at the time 
when they are making a decision about engaging with IB in their transition to high school, 
meaning that the focus of my analysis will be on their decision to enter (or not) and not 
their overall experiences or success in the program.         
Equitable Access and the IB 
 According to some, the IB has always been an organization motivated by agendas 
of equity (Campbell, P., personal communication, August 8, 2017).  This became part of 
a formalized agenda in 2004, when the IBO made a declaration in their strategic plan to 
commit to “broaden access purposefully where we can have the most impact, particularly 
with disadvantaged students” (as cited in Siskin & Weinstein, 2010, p. 3), and this was 
the language subsequently used when talking about equitable access within the IB 
community.  Over the past thirteen years, as part of a series of grants from The Bill and 




understand issues facing low-income students and to determine the best ways to support 
them through the IB Diploma Program (Caspary, Woodworth, Keating & Sands, 2015; 
IBO, 2014; Perna et al., 2015; Siskin & Weinstein, 2010).  This official investment into 
questions and solutions around issues of equity and access have not only inspired 
program implementation approaches, they have also motivated research on the various 
ways that low-income students experience and benefit from an IB Diploma Program, 
particularly when they go onto college or university (Caspary et al., 2015; Coca et al., 
2011; Gordon, VanderKamp & Halic, 2015; Saavedra, 2014; Shah, Dean & Chen, 2010).  
What still remains unclear, largely because of its contextual nature, are the considerations 
and supports that need to be put in place to recruit, and support students in the early part 
of their IB Diploma Program journey, something that often starts in middle school/junior 
high (Caspary et al., 2015; Gerry & Corcoran, 2011; Sisken, Weinstein & Sperling, 2010).     
Statement of the Problem 
Equity in education is examined in one of two ways: equality of opportunity or 
outcomes (Jordan, 2010; Nieto, 2000).  In these discourses, those who are seen as losing 
out on the opportunity or outcome are also often talked about in a marginal way, outside 
of the center, on the fringe.  Discursively, this is spatial language, referencing a center 
and an outside; these references become literal when the inequality is also geographic.  In 
the case of geographic based school systems, thinking spatially about which 
neighborhoods get represented in which programs holds the potential to be a fruitful way 
to explore equitable access.   
When considering the question of equitable access, policy analysts and 




advanced academic programs including Advanced Placement and International 
Baccalaureate programs over the past two decades (Bland & Woodworth, 2008; Corcoran 
& Gerry, 2011; Foust, Hertberg-Davis & Callahan, 2009; Larson & Kurtyka, 2017; Perna 
et al., 2015). One common trend in the findings of research on promoting equity for IB 
students is that, although the number of programs has increased, particularly in lower 
income schools, the ratio of students who are low-income versus higher income has 
remained about the same (Corcoran & Gerry, 2011; Perna et al., 2015).  This is consistent 
with reports in Nova Scotia that suggest that in spite of opportunities for all students to 
engage in a range of academic programs, regardless of geographic location, an 
achievement gap in literacy and numeracy exists, impacting African Nova Scotian, 
Mi’Kmaq and Acadian students, and students from low-income communities (Nova 
Scotia Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 2015).  In other 
words, across North America, including Nova Scotia, students from historically 
marginalized cultural and particular economic groups are still not accessing advanced 
academic programs like the International Baccalaureate Diploma in the same rates as 
their peers.  
 Since 2004, the IBO has devoted energy and resources towards efforts to promote 
equitable access for low income and underrepresented populations of students, notably 
African Americans and Latinos in the United States.  As part of this mission, and because 
of funding from a series of grants, inquiry and formal research has been done on barriers 
for underrepresented populations, and a series of suggestions have been made about 
strategies and systems that can be put into place to support students throughout the 




suggestions for support cover the lifespan of a student transitioning into high school, 
throughout their high school experience and through their transition to college or 
university; thus, supports may span six years of a student’s life.  This is exemplified in 
the findings of a longitudinal study “Lessons from IB Schools Serving Significant 
Populations of Low-Income Students” (Caspary et al., 2015) that divided fifteen 
suggestions into four categories: IB outreach and admissions, teaching and learning, 
school wide student supports, and postsecondary supports (p. 9).  Subsequently, there are 
many entry points for consideration, inquiry and reflection for IB schools as they think 
about their own equitable access challenges.  Moreover, it is fair to assume that each 
regional context has a different combination of factors and concerns that need to be 
addressed.   
 The Nova Scotian context provides an interesting challenge when stacked up 
against the trends in the research.  Unlike some of the newly installed schools studied in 
the literature, the IB programs in Nova Scotia have been around for over a decade, have 
established some clear patterns of success, and have a reliable base of teachers who have 
developed their skills as IB educators (Caspary et al., 2015; Perna et al., 2015; Sisken et 
al., 2010).  Moreover, universities and colleges in Nova Scotia are well aware of the 
benefits of an IB Diploma Program and actively recruit and reward students (Acadia 
University, accessed November 18, 2017; Dalhousie University, accessed November 18, 
2017; St. Mary’s University, accessed November 18, 2017).   Subsequently, it seemed 
fitting to examine the reasons why students from low-income or historically marginalized 
sociocultural groups, particularly those from similar neighborhoods, are not entering into 




 Looking at the literature, some of the common barriers for entry for students 
include: poor performance on placement exams, prohibitive costs, concern about having 
to write state exams as well as IB exams, and challenges in travelling to the IB school 
(Caspary et al., 2015; Perna et al., 2015; Sisken et al., 2010).  For students in Nova Scotia 
whose neighborhood high school is also an IB Diploma Program School, these factors are 
not relevant.  There are no entrance tests or prerequisites, no costs, and IB Diploma 
Program students do not have a competing set of provincial exams to write or courses to 
take.      
 Another series of suggestions include having a dedicated IB guidance counselor 
for students to access (Perna et al., 2015), a wide range of IB courses offered to students 
(Perna et al., 2015), and, when possible, the implementation of a strong Middle Years 
Program (MYP) that feeds into the high school (Caspary et al., 2015; Sisken et al., 2010).  
These suggestions are all possible factors contributing to the decisions that students are 
making, but are not as simple as described in the literature.  This is exemplified by 
looking at the case of the school that was used for this study. 
Thomas High School is an IB Diploma Program High School in Halifax, Nova 
Scotia.  The school is known as one of the most culturally and economically diverse in 
the province, and is also home to the largest IB Diploma program.  As is evident by IB 
enrollment numbers: 85 students in grade twelve, seventy-seven students in its grade 
eleven IB Diploma class, an additional one-hundred students opting to take IB English, 
twenty taking IB Theatre or IB Music as an elective class, and two-hundred-fourteen in 
its grade ten pre-IB pathway, the program continues to grow. There are five junior highs 




from three of those five junior highs.  One school, Smith Junior High, generally sends 
fewer than ten students each year into IB programming.  Oldfield Junior High usually 
only sends students from their French Immersion stream; very few come from their 
English program. This is particularly interesting given that all five junior high feeder 
schools teach the same junior high curricula (not the IB Middle Years Program); they all 
have access to guidance counselors at their junior high and at the high school, receive the 
same information from the high school, and enroll in the same grade ten set of courses 
designed to prepare them for grade eleven IB.  Smith Junior High, and the English 
pathway at Oldfield Junior High also has a higher proportion of students who identify as 
being of African Nova Scotian and Aboriginal descent compared to the other junior highs, 
and has a large population of students who come from low-income families.   
 One factor that cannot be overlooked is the role of perception with respect to who 
the IB Diploma Program is for, and how that informs students’ decisions in the 
neighborhood junior high.  Repeatedly in the literature, references to students’ and 
teachers’ belief that a particular program is or is not “a good fit” for a particular student is 
regarded as a huge deterrent for underrepresented students (Bernhardt, 2014; Burris & 
Welner, 2005; Perna et al., 2015).  This begs the question: do students at Smith Junior 
High and Oldfield Junior High perceive the IB Diploma Program as a program that is not 
for them?   
It is possible that this is simply a curriculum and choice issue (i.e., students like 
the choices offered by other school programs).  However, the overall growth of the 




why students choose not to enroll; the experiences of the participants confirmed this 
theory.  
Anecdotally, in Nova Scotia, when teachers and parents are asked about who the 
IB Diploma Program is for, phrases like “smart kids,” “gifted students,” “hard-working 
students,” and “avid readers” are often given even though these descriptors are not used 
in documents produced by the IB (IBO, 2009, 2015) or in the Nova Scotia Department of 
Education and Early Childhood Development about IB Programs (Province of Nova 
Scotia, accessed November 18, 2017).  Moreover, locally and globally there is a culture 
of some IB students talking about how “hard” the program is, or about how much work 
they have.  There is also a perception within some circles that the IB is for the “elite,” or 
for highly motivated students from affluent families and schools (Siskin & Weinstein, 
2010), a myth that may have emerged from the program’s origin in international 
independent schools.  While many IB teachers and IB coordinators actively speak against 
some of these “myths” about who IB is for, it is not uncommon for students, parents and 
non-IB educators to speak of the program as being for a particular group of students.  
 One could have chosen to contain this question within the school, asking teachers, 
counselors, students and parents about their perceptions of the program, listening to how 
discourses play out.  However, given that these students receive the same information as 
their peers at the other schools, have access to similar supports, and have more common 
experiences than not in terms of the curriculum they study, it seems limiting to stay 
within the confines of the school.  Moreover, the studies conducted by both the IB and by 
the Province of Nova Scotia, have largely been bounded to schools; and so a different 




To that end, given the unique contexts of the Smith and Oldfield junior highs, it 
was anticipated that the insight into IB Diploma Program perceptions and enrollments 
could come from the experiences in spaces outside of the building that inform 
perceptions of school and programming.  In other words, this seemed like a problem that 
includes yet goes beyond the “container of school” (Leander, Phillips & Taylor, 2010, p. 
329); indeed, by making room for the possibility of thinking about the problem from a 
spatial perspective -- which considers how relationships among power, time and space -- 
may yield insights that other approaches overlooked (Soja, 2010).   
In breaking free from the confines of school, it also seemed relevant to push 
against the tendency of the literature to talk about these potential IB Diploma Program 
candidates as “students” and their “university futures” and to see them, instead, as 
people-adolescents living complex, networked lives that exist across spaces and intersect 
with their performances as students but are not reduced to those performances.  Little is 
known about how adolescents define, describe, story, and capture the spaces where they 
spend time, how they navigate them, and the ways spatial knowledge and stories inform 
their lives in and beyond school.  To that end, this study frames the inquiry as being 
about adolescents in the spaces where their lives unfold, rather than limiting the focus to 
trends in students’ school experiences.  
Statement of Purpose and Research Questions 
The purpose of this study is to explore the spatial experiences of adolescents who 
come from a neighbored in Halifax Nova Scotia that has been historically 
underrepresented in the International Baccalaureate Diploma Program at the 




time, and in concerns about equitable access, the study draws on spatial theory (hooks, 
1989; Lefebvre, 1991; Soja, 1996, 2010) to examine current trends from a theoretical lens 
that is not commonly used to explore these problems.   
Issues of equitable access in advanced academic programs are not new 
scholarship (Bland & Woodworth, 2008; Corcoran & Gerry, 2011; Foust et al., 2009; 
Larson & Kurtyka, 2017; Perna et al., 2015).  Many education districts and departments 
have devoted time and resources to addressing issues of access to programs (Nova Scotia, 
2015), and organizations, including the International Baccalaureate and Advanced 
Placement, have initiatives devoted to addressing equity and access concerns 
(http://eoschools.org/equityexcellence/; IBO, 2014) for students who come from cultural 
and economic communities that have been historically marginalized from advanced 
academic programs.  Subsequently, the literature pool is growing, but there is not one 
solution to such a complex and nuanced issue. 
Thinking spatially is becoming more common in educational research (Leander et 
al., 2010) that explores educational contexts and interests.  However, using spatial theory 
to study issues of equitable access to advanced academic programs is a less developed 
field of scholarship even if, as Soja (2010) notes, using spatial thinking as a way to 
engage with social inequalities can lead to solutions that are otherwise hidden through 
historical and relational lenses.  Because spatial knowledge exists in embedded, lived 
experiences, educational research that draws on spatial knowledge does so in complex, 
often multimodal ways, involving a variety of data sources. 
This study drew on spatial theory, beginning with the metaphor of mapping 




experiences across spaces, over time, and in varying power relationships informed how 
they perform their identities as students in school, and how they perceive themselves as 
students in the future.  By unbinding this research from the “container of school” 
(Leander et al., 2010, p. 329) and acknowledging the identity of “student” as only one 
aspect of the identity of adolescents, the intention was to provide insight into questions of 
equitable access in advanced academic programs from the perspectives of the adolescents 
who, themselves, represent a group of students historically marginalized from these 
programs.    
Research Questions  
The research questions that guide this work are:  
1. How do seven adolescents in grade nine at Smith Junior High and Oldfield Junior 
High describe, define and map the spaces where they spend time? 
2. How do these adolescents describe their identities, experiences and relationships 
across space and time? 
3. What connections can be seen in the way these adolescents talk about and 
generate artifacts about where/how/with whom they spend time, and their 
perceptions about high school programs, including the IB Diploma Program?      
 
Overview of the Study 
This study was designed as an inquiry into the experiences of seven students over 
a five-month period, between January and May.  Within the “container of the school” 
(Leander et al., 2010, p. 329), this is the time when grade nine students meet with 




make the decision about what program or set of courses they will take in high school.  
This study was designed to explore participants’ lives in and outside of the school, across 
the spaces where they spend time, during and after this same time period.    
Drawing on an ethnographic approach to inquiry (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; 
Emerson et al., 1995; LeCompte & Schensul, 1999; Merriam, 2009), and taking on a 
narrative inquiry position of giving primacy to the participants’ story telling (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000; Naraian, 2017), this study used interviews, and participant-generated 
arts-based artifacts (Bagnoli, 2009; Fendler, 2013; Leavy 2009; Luttrell, 2010; Paulston, 
1996; Pink, 2007) combined with an a/r/tography stance (Fendler, 2013; Irwin & 
Spriggay, 2008) to construct narratives of participants’ spatial lives.   To be engaged in 
the practice of a/r/tography, is to inquire into a phenomenon through an ongoing process 
of art making and writing while acknowledging one’s role as artist [a], researcher [r], 
teacher [t]” (Irwin et al., 2004, p. 10).  Subsequently, data for the study was generated 
across multiple engagements with each participant.  Each engagement also had a 
conversation/interview component (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Dyson & Genishi, 2005; 
Merriam, 2009; Seidman, 2006) that accompanied, and was informed by, the artifacts 
participants generated.   
The first engagement was rooted in spatial theory (Lefebvre, 1991, Soja, 1996) 
and critical geography (Soja, 2010), inspired by social cartography (Paulston, 1996) and 
mapping.  Students defined, described and mapped the spaces they travel, and the 
relationships that exist across these spaces and over time.  This was accompanied by 
questions inspired by life history interview methods (Seidman, 2006).  Throughout the 




about relationships, interests, things they are good at, and experiences with power that 
they experienced (or did not experience) in each space.   
Following the first engagement, participants were given cameras (or opted to use 
their phones) and were tasked with taking photographs of the places where they spend 
time.  These photos were used as the basis of our second interaction, during which the 
photos were used to elicit ideas and stories (Luttrell, 2010) to get a better sense of the 
concrete details (Seidman, 2006) of the participants’ spatial experiences.  This served to 
deepen my understanding about how the participants perceive and read their world 
(Freire & Macedo 1995; Leavy, 2009; Luttrell, 2010).  
The third engagement involved the participants each selecting a space to give me 
a tour.  Together, we went to that space, often driving there, and then the participant 
walked around with a recording device, giving me a tour, while I recorded them on an 
additional device.  This “walking with” (Pink, 2006) further expanded my understanding 
of the spatial stories they told, while relying on an additional method of elicitation, video 
recording, in the space generated stories that did not come up in our first two interactions.  
Of particular interest, the conversations in the car on the way to and from the sites of the 
tours also elicited discussion that differed from the other interview-like conversations I 
had with participants.  This will be discussed later in this work.       
The final engagement took place after students had completed their course 
selection for high school, and focused on the present and future (Seidman, 2006).  During 
this engagement, participants generated a timeline of their life up until now, and where 
they saw themselves going in the next year.  They also wrote a letter dated for when they 




in the next three years.  After they completed this artifact generation (Bagnoli, 2009; 
Leavy, 2009), they looked across the maps, photos, videos and other artifacts to talk 
about connections across spaces and over time, in relation to the path they for themselves 
going forward.   
The majority of the participants came from Smith Junior High and consequently I 
made that the focal school of my study.  I spent time throughout the year conducting 
observations in the participants’ classrooms and in the halls.  However, as members of 
the grade nine classes began to understand the purpose of my work, I was also sent to 
various spaces, including community centers, their elementary school and stores in the 
neighborhood.  Some of these suggested destinations came from my participants; others 
came from other interested students, who did not want to be part of the study but did want 
to help.  All of this informed my data collection and is part of the spatial analysis that 
follows.    
Theoretical Framework 
Spatial theory assumes that history, sociality and spatiality are complex and 
interconnected; to understand lived experiences, these elements of analysis should not be 
studied in isolation, but in interaction with each other (hooks, 1989, Lefebvre, 1974, 
1991; Soja, 1989, 1996, 2010).  Spatial theory was first conceived by Henri Lefebvre 
(1974; 1991) who argued for the consideration of space as being part of the interplay with 
social and temporal experiences, not the backdrop on which history and social 
experiences play out over time.  Lefebvre’s notion of spatial theory is grounded in 
Marxist beliefs that social groups and classes are reinforced through capitalistic means 




and informal classes of people.  He argued that spatial theory can unveil some of these 
trends by revealing how spaces are used, accessed and controlled.  Soja (2010) later built 
on this idea, suggesting that spatial theory can be used as a form of critical theory (Soja, 
2010) that seeks to disrupt the power structures revealed through this kind of spatial 
analysis.     
Spatial theory is taken up in two ways in this work.  Firstly, it is used as 
theoretical frame to think about, and consider the production of histories and 
relationships in a neighborhood; in this case, the neighborhoods where the adolescents 
who attend Smith Junior High and Oldfield Junior High live their lives.  Like other 
scholars who have taken up space, the application of spatial theory is used as a way to 
unveil understandings about the production of histories and patterns in the community 
providing new insight (Soja, 2010; Nelson, 2008) into questions of equity in advanced 
academic programs in high school, that have not been revealed when considering 
sociality or history alone.  As Soja (2010) states, “[w]hatever your interests may be, they 
can be significantly advanced by adopting a critical spatial perceptive” (p. 2).  In taking 
this stance, issues of spatial injustice contributing to a social or historic pattern of 
engagements with particular spaces have been explored and, to an extent, revealed.  To 
that end, spatial theory has also being used to establish a critical research stance into the 
inquiry with the adolescents and was taken up through the methodologies being utilized.  
The Roots of Spatial Theory 
Lefebvre.  As the innovator of spatial theory, Lefebvre’s seminal text, The 
Production of Space (1974, translated in 1991), is foundational to contemporary spatial 




traditional geographers whose dominant paradigms either viewed space as being a 
passive backdrop where historical events unfolded, or those who took the position that 
geography predetermined the output of certain interactions (Nelson, 2008).  These 
binaries, he suggested, did not recognize what he argues are dynamic interactions 
between and among spaces.  Although space itself “has no ‘reality’ without the energy 
that is deployed within it” (Lefebvre, 1991), the energy in the form of social interactions 
does not happen without spatial influence.  Subsequently, in thinking about the 
production of space it becomes relevant to consider that, “([s]ocial) space is a (social) 
product)” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 26.  Emphasis in original), and that social product reflects 
values, power and relationships that have and continue to exist.  Unlike the geographers 
Lefebvre critiqued, he argues that the social production of space is not consistent and 
predictable.  Instead, “[s]ocial spaces interpenetrate one another and/or superimpose 
themselves upon one another.  They are not things, which have mutually limiting 
boundaries and which collide because of their contours or as a result of inertia”  
(Lefebvre, 1991, p. 86–87).   
To apply these understandings, he proposed that what was needed was a theory 
that unifies “the physical –nature, the Cosmos; secondly, the mental, including logical 
and formal abstractions; and, thirdly, the social” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 11.  Emphasis in 
original).  In other words, he called for a theory that draws on the physical, perceived and 
social aspects of space.  To do this, Lefebvre proposed a dialogical perspective of 
spatiality, interweaving three different kinds of spaces: the perceived, conceived and 
lived.   According to this interpretation, perceived space refers to the activities that can 




imagined, often by outsiders about the space; lived space is the connection between 
perceived and conceived space in the experiences of the occupants of the spaces 
(Lefebvre, 1991; Nelson, 2008; Soja, 1996).  This interplay between three spaces 
provides an interconnected set of lenses that can be utilized as frames of analysis when 
trying to apply spatial theory to lived contexts.  It has also served as the platform on 
which modern theorists have built on Lefebvre’s work, including theorist and critical 
geographer Edward Soja (1989, 1996, 2010).   
Soja. Edward Soja’s more recent work, informed by Lefebvre, has bridged theory 
with practice, and lays the groundwork for the strand of spatial theory being used in this 
dissertation.  Two of Soja’s great contributions to spatial theory are his development of 
Lefebvre’s notions of perceived, conceived and lived spaces into his interpretation of 
Firstspace, Secondspace and Thirdspace; and, his work on applying spatial theory to 
critical geography. 
Soja’s conceptions of Firstspace and Seondspace align closely with Lefebvre’s 
notions of perceived and conceived notions of space.  As Soja notes, “I have described as 
a Firstspace perspective and epistemology, fixed mainly on the concrete materiality of 
spatial forms, on things that can be empirically mapped; and the second, as Secondspace, 
conceived in ideas about space, in thoughtful re-presentations of human spatiality in 
mental or cognitive forms” (Soja, 1996, p. 10).  In other words, Firstspace is a physical 
understanding of a space, the actions that occur on that space, and what can be mapped 
by people who inhabit the space, or by those who have material knowledge of the space.  
Secondspace is what is imagined, and can be thought of as an outsiders’ perspective on 




 Soja’s extension of Lefebvre’s thinking is in how he takes up Thirdspace, which 
he describes as “the creation of another mode of thinking about space that draws upon the 
material and mental spaces of the traditional dualism but extends well beyond them in 
scope, substance, and meaning.” (Soja, 1996, p. 10).  In this sense, Thirdspace combines 
all three of Lefebvre’s conceptions of space: perceived, conceived and lived, but also 
leaves room to imagine what it can be.  As he explains, it is “[s]imultaneously real and 
imagined space and more (both and also…), the exploration of Thirdspace can be 
described and inscribed in journeys to “real-and-imagined” (or perhaps 
“realandimagined”?) places.” (Soja, 1996, p. 10).  It is both how it is lived and 
understood, and is what it can be.  In that way, it can serve as a bridge between theory 
and action, imagined to real.   
Spatial Justice.  As a way to apply spatial theory to unearth and disrupt existing 
problematic power dynamics that are unveiled through a spatial analysis, Soja’s 2010 
work, Seeking Spatial Justice, takes a critical social justice stance to lived experiences.  
Drawing on the idea that social spaces are socially produced, and thinking about the 
impact this has on cities, he argues, “geography is consequential” (p. 6) and that the 
people who are most negatively impacted need to take greater control and be given 
greater power in the social production of urban spaces.  He argues for a stance that is 
“…an assertive and explanatory spatial perspective [that] helps us make better theoretical 
and practical sense of how social justice is created, maintained, and brought into question” 
(Soja, 2010, p. 2).  By applying a critical spatial perspective to a particular context, for 
example a particular neighborhood, it is possible to not only name spatial injustices, but 




Social Cartography: Bridging Theory and Practice 
 There are a variety ways that scholars have taken up the application of spatial 
justice.  One example of this is social cartography, “the writing, and reading of maps 
addressing questions of location in the social milieu” (Paulston, 2001, p 7).  Social 
cartography can take a variety of artistic and digital forms, but generally involves 
engaging with maps, rather than responding to them; writing them rather than reading 
them.  Paulston (2001) proposes that it “has the potential to demonstrate the attributes, 
capacities, development and perceptions of people and cultures” (p. 7), in a way that 
responds to Soja’s call for critical cartography (Paulston, 2001, p. 14).   
 In thinking about social cartography, it is relevant to consider the idea that all 
maps are arguments (Denis Wood, 2010), and are a “perceived” (Lefebvre, 1991) or 
“Firstspace” (Soja, 1996) representation of an experience.  Social cartography 
acknowledges that some maps hold more power than others in the production of space; 
the work of social cartography is to subsequently shift authorship of maps to try to 
disrupt social spaces that marginalize, and to create opportunity for “real-and-imagined” 
(Soja, 1996) possibilities to emerge.  In this work, social cartography as a practice is 
being taken on as one layer of a larger conversation about the production of space; the 
intention is not to reproduce maps, but to use them to leverage further conversation.   
Using social cartography in this way has been done before, and with students.  Liebman 
(1996) notes: “social mapping can assist students who desire to resolve personal 
questions of self in a world offering a multiplicity of truths and values” (p. 236, as cited 
in Paulston, 1996).  In other words, creating and analyzing maps alongside and with 




Crafting Incomplete Narratives.  It is important, however, to remember that 
enacting of this kind of bridge between theory and practice requires a deliberate and 
conscious effort to create the context where this kind of thinking can emerge.  In thinking 
about mapping as both a theoretical and social justice act, it is also necessary to see it for 
what it is: an inquiry, not an answer to questions of spatial (in)justice.  By this I mean that 
the application of social cartography as a way to engage in spatial justice was not 
intended to tell a complete story of an experience.  In many ways, it is the trading of one 
incomplete map with another.  
In Lefebvre’s original writing he asks questions that remind us of this:  “[h]ow 
many maps, in the descriptive or geographical sense, might be needed to deal 
exhaustively with a given space, to code and decode all its meanings and contents?” 
(Lefebvre, 1991, p. 85-86).  While the intention of a collection of maps and artifacts is 
intended to tell a spatial story, what Lefebvre reminds us is that the more lines that get 
drawn, the more gaps and dis-junctures are revealed.   
To that end, the purpose of adopting this theoretical framework was to produce 
multiple narratives, using a variety of artifacts that tell a range of spatial stories to unveil 
complexities in the lived experience of the participants of this study.   
Significance of the Study 
 This study is significant as it adds to a relatively recent line of research into issues 
of equitable access for students for minoritized and low-income communities in advanced 
academic programs in Nova Scotia, and in North America more broadly.  Being part of 
that academic conversation answers calls from other scholars acknowledging the need for 




academic high school programs (Kettler & Hurst, 2017; Saavedra, 2014).  Given the 
recent proliferation of studies that have shown definitive academic benefits for students 
who come from low-income and/or minority contexts who graduate with the IB Diploma 
Program and their college success (Caspary et al., 2015; Coca et al., 2011; Gordon et al., 
2015; Saavedra, 2014; Shah et. al, 2010), there is a need for further research on the 
problem of equitable access to IB; this study adds to the conversation, from a Canadian 
perspective.   
  Methodologically, this study is significant in two ways.  Firstly, it combines the 
topic of equitable access to advanced academic programs with spatial theory, an approach 
that appears to be less common in the literature.  By unbinding the equity question from 
the container of school, and extending into the neighborhood, knowledge is generated 
that had previously been hidden.  
Secondly, this study draws on a portfolio of research methodologies that, together, 
offered new insights into the spatial stories of adolescents. These methodologies included 
ethnographic methods (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Emerson et al., 1995; LeCompte & 
Schensul, 1999; Merriam, 2009), and narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; 
Naraian, 2017) while using social cartography (Paulston, 2006) and an art/o/graphy 
positionality (Fendler, 2013; Irwin & Spriggay, 2008), through the use of participant-
generated arts based artifacts (Bagnoli, 2009; Fendler, 2013; Leavy 2009; Luttrell, 2010; 
Paulston & Liebman, 1996; Pink, 2007), aligned with a life history interviewing protocol 
(Seidman, 2006).  The sequence of experiences with adolescents (described earlier), is, to 
my knowledge, unique to this study, and allowed participants multiple opportunities to 




Finally, the design of this study responded to a call for more exploration of 
adolescent perspectives on their experiences (Pasupathi & Hoyt, 2009), and presumed 
that their way of telling the spatial stories of their lives is underrepresented and of value 
to scholars.  While this stance and approach to narratives is not unique to this work, it is 
significant as a way to extend the conversation about equity with the people whose lives 






















REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE  
 This study frames the problem of equitable access to advanced programs of study 
for high school students as a matter of spatial justice. Therefore, this chapter presents a 
review of the relevant literature review that is organized into two parts. Part 1 of the 
literature review explores the use of spatial theory and its applications in research to 
illustrate how other researchers bridge spatial theory and methods.  Part 2 explores the 
concept of equitable access as understood within the contexts of research done by and on 
the International Baccalaureate and other advanced academic programs.  The intention of 
exploring this body of literature is to situate the site and study being proposed within the 
current academic conversation about equitable access to IB programs. Finally, the 
literature review concludes by outlining the significance of exploring questions of 
equitable access through spatial thinking, theory and methods to better understand how 
adolescents’ lives connect or do not connect to their program decisions for high school.   
Part One: Thinking Spatially 
Thinking spatially has become more frequently taken up in educational research 
as a way to explore different contexts and interests.  For example, it has been used to 
explore issues around place, space and education (Nespor, 2008), the development of 
pedagogy (Fendler, 2013; Kurt & Kurt, 2013), literacy (Gregory & Williams, 2000), 
adolescents’ on and offline navigation (Kasesniemi & Rautianinen, 2002; Lam, 2009), 
the study of childhood geographies (Jones et al., 2016), and the experiences of children 




explore contexts and experiences that can sometimes be obscured by historical and 
relational lenses (Soja, 2010).  To that end, spatial thinking is a way to engage with social 
inequalities that may lead to solutions that are otherwise hidden, making it a relevant 
approach to use when exploring issues of equitable access (Soja, 2010).  
Because spatial knowledge exists in embedded, lived experiences, educational 
research that draws on spatial knowledge often utilizes arts-based methodologies 
including mapping, photography, drawing and video of the spaces being studied, as well 
as other multimodal data collection methods that the spaces where relationships and 
events occur over time.  In other words, the data generated includes spatial information.  
Studies guided by spatial thinking connect the philosophy of spatial thinking with the 
methodology of the study itself; in that way, it is both a theory and a practice, a bridge 
between ideas and action.  This is best understood by looking at how researchers have 
taken up spatial theory and employed it methodologically.      
Moving Beyond Containers of Learning 
French scholar Lefebvre’s 1974 seminal text, La production de l’espace and de 
Certo’s 1984 work, The Practice of Everyday Life, is regarded as the theoretical roots of 
contemporary work on space by scholars working in this realm (Paulston, 1996; Soja, 
2006, 2010).  Thinking across spaces has been connected to educational research for 
many years (Heath, 1982; Street, 1984), but the translation of Lefebvre’s work into 
English in 1991 seems to have led to a significant increase in the use of spatial theory in 
research conducted in places where English is the lingua franca.  In addition to making 
The Production of Space accessible to more scholars, the changing mobilities of children 




McKendrick, 1997), and the increased use and navigation of online spaces (Gill, 2007; 
McNamee, 1998; Leander & Lovvorn, 2006; Vasudevan & DeJaynes, 2012) have 
arguably catalyzed the increased interest in this strand of research.     
 As noted above, this study draws on Soja’s (2006, 2010) contributions to spatial 
theory, particularly his writing about Thirdspace (1996) and spatial justice (2010).  A 
2010 literature review by Leander, Phillips, and Taylor is also significant in mapping the 
evolution of this work.  One of the most comprehensive surveys of the spatial literature 
and research to date, “The Changing Social Spaces of Learning: Mapping New Mobilities” 
focuses on the interconnection between education, spatial theory and issues of space, 
place and mobility.  In this synthesis of the literature, Leander et al. (2010) argue that the 
lives of children and the places where they learn should not be thought of as distinct and 
bounded, unconnected to other places, but as trajectories and networks that are complex, 
interconnected and uncontained.   
There are two key findings from their review that are particularly relevant to take 
up in understanding spatial thinking in research, and for this proposal.  Firstly, they found 
that the contemporary spatiality of children and adolescents is “not merely a broader 
faster version of “old” mobilities” (p. 380-381); instead, they are complicated and at odds 
with themselves.  They can be online and offline, physically limiting and physically 
freeing; all are networked, complex and unique.  They specifically found that research 
into the experiences of children and youth in neighborhoods from around the world show 
that the range of mobilities of children are perceived to be more controlled, in the name 
of safety, than in previous generations.  However, those with low socioeconomic status 




to stay close to home, whereas those children and youth from higher socioeconomic 
families are often exposed to a greater range of experiences and places, but in a 
controlled way, through lessons or extracurricular opportunities (Karsten, 2002; Lareau, 
2003; Tudge et al., 2006; Valentine & McKendrick, 1997).  From a spatial equity 
perspective, that is equitable opportunity or outcome regardless of neighborhood or space, 
this implies that socioeconomic factors determine spatial exposure.  Across 
socioeconomic groups, Leander et al. (2010) also found that the proliferation of online 
communities is one way that adolescents try to overcome this limited mobility (Gill, 
2007), and that the increased ubiquity of social media has contributed to the transience of 
online and offline spaces.  This suggests that there are a ranges of ways in which space is 
conceptualized by children and youth.  Their movements across spaces are not 
predictable or equal.  Space also exists across different online and offline planes; 
arguably, nothing is contained.   
This leads to the second key finding from Leander et al. (2010), which is that 
education scholars need to take on a stance that ‘reflexively’ (p. 381) approaches 
educational research methodology in ways that that move beyond traditional notions and 
understandings of the “classroom as container” (p. 329), and instead look at problems 
from multiple perspectives within and beyond school.  To study a phenomenon within the 
confines of a classroom, “constructs not only particular ways of speaking and writing in 
educational research, but also systems of rules concerning how meaning is made” 
(Foucault, 1972, as cited in Leander, Phillips, and Taylor, 2010, p. 329).  In other words, 
to contain learning within a classroom reinforces certain traditions of what education is, 




Instead, they suggest that all learning and thinking should be considered across people, 
places and environments, not contained to the teacher in the classroom arguing that 
education and specifically issues of equity are, “in principle questions about systems and 
distributions” (p. 331), and a way to access this is to approach it spatially.   
To push and clarify this argument, Leander et al. (2010) propose three metaphors 
to encourage researchers to reposition their stance on learning: learning in space-time, 
learning-in-place; learning trajectories; and learning networks (p. 330).  Firstly, they 
suggest that we should think about places where students learn (classrooms, communities, 
towns) not separately, “ but positioned in a nexus of relations” to each other (p. 336).  
This means that each locale can also simultaneously be connected to others through what 
they term, “contact zones”(p. 336).  The implication of this is that there are particular 
ways that those who are learning are drawn into and connect spaces, giving them an 
affective quality (p. 336).  This leads to the second suggestion, which is that we should be 
thinking about classrooms and other learning sites, “less as parking lots and more as 
intersections…the particular mobilities of people moving through them [becoming] a key 
issue for evidence and equity” (p. 336).  If the classroom, school, or academic program is 
not a linear experience or choice, but rather one of many intersections in the dynamic life 
of adolescents, then where they come from, what they bring and where they are going, 
across short and long timescales, becomes relevant to consider when researching that 
particular moment or experience.  Finally, and connected to the first and second points, 
understandings of an experience move away from being about a situated space and time 
construct, and move toward being about “networking” across space and time.  




were considered as a point along a complex learning trajectory, or as a node in a 
network?” (p. 381), “[w]hat are the speeds, rhythms, and frequencies of movements 
within these networks?” (p. 336).  And, more specifically, how do adolescents navigate 
relationships, power and identities across these spaces, trajectories and networks?  
To further explore this stance and its implications for this research proposal, I 
review studies that take up spatial thinking both theoretically and methodologically. 
Thinking Spatially from an Ethnographic Stance   
Ethnographic approaches to thinking spatially has been taken up by Nespor (1997, 
2008, 2013), Gregory & Williams (2000) and Zacher (2009), all of whom exemplify how 
ethnographers can ask questions using spatial approaches, while still including the 
classroom as part of the spatial inquiry.   
Nespor’s ethnographic work (1997, 2008, 2013), is based on a two-year study that 
looks at the “webs” (1997, p. 1) of interaction and relations that are embedded into 
schools through politics, parents, urban development, gender, race, and educational and 
economic agendas.  This study, inspired by a fourth grade urban class, does not center the 
work on the classroom itself since “…such a focus obscures how political, cultural, and 
economic forces shape school practices and are articulated with them and ignores many 
critical strands of activity that connect schools to life outside schools” (1997, p. 1).  
Drawing on the idea of moving beyond the classroom, Nespor (1997) drew on multiple 
sources of data including narratives; neighborhood stories and histories; observations of 
teachers, children, parents, administrators; and media reports about the school district, 
creating a complex synthesis of the factors that impact school, not only for students, but 




analysis, by seeking out data from across spaces.  In his analysis, he shows how the 
stories, policies, histories and narratives that live outside the classroom inform what 
happens within it.     
A noteworthy aspect of Nespor’s work is how he draws on Lefebvre’s “spaces of 
the body” to use students’ bodies, and embodiment more generally, as a unit of analysis 
for thinking about mobility and space.   Subsequently, he discusses how the classroom in 
his study, an intersection of neighborhoods and communities, became a place where 
fourth-graders’ bodies were managed and controlled.  They were schooled out of their 
outside worlds to the point where “the body ceases to be acknowledged as a tool for 
mediating relations with the world” (p. 122). He argues that it is the attempted erasure of 
outside worlds vis-a-vis the bodies of the students that undermines knowledge beyond the 
classroom.   
Another ethnography that takes on a spatial approach is the work of Gregory and 
Williams (2000).  Unlike Nespor’s (1997) study, this ethnography sought to focus on the 
literacy practices of children and families in two communities, in the Spitalfields and The 
City, two contrasting square miles in London.  The populations studied, covering two 
generations, include six monolingual English families and seven Bangladeshi-British 
families.  Data were collected through family and school observations and over fifty 
interviews (2000, p. 15).   
This study brought a social justice and equity stance to their spatial question about 
literacy in these two communities.  They explicitly note that the purpose of the study is to 
explore the literacy practices outside and inside two schools to better understand 




literacy myths such as: the teaching and learning of reading in urban/multicultural areas 
goes a particular way; certain types of parenting practices equate with ‘literacy’ and 
others do not; there is an association between language/learning at home and in schools, 
and some students are better prepared for school literacy than others (p. 14, 2000), 
spatializing the literacy lives of the five year olds.   
 A third approach to thinking spatially through ethnography is represented in 
research by Zacher (2009).  This study was part of a year long-ethnography of a grade 
five classroom in northern California.  Multiple times a week, Zacher conducted 
observations of the class within the school, focusing on six students, including Christina.  
Her data collection involved video, samples of student writing, photographs, interviews 
with students, parents and teachers, and her own field notes and observations.  Over time, 
Zacher was able to travel with her participants, and followed Christina across three 
spaces: the city bus ride to school, her neighborhood, and her classroom, paying attention 
to how she negotiated her racial identity across spaces.  Unlike Nespor (1997) and 
Gregory & William (2000), whose work sought to look at multiple and complex factors 
playing out in and out of schools, Zacher’s research, particularly in the case of Christina, 
focuses on her navigation of identity across spaces.  Christina serves as an interesting 
case because, although her parents identify her, and themselves as “white,” by fifth 
grade, ”Christina had begun to identify herself as “Latina,” “Latin,” “Portuguese,” and 
“Jewish,” but never, at least not to her two Latina best friends, as white” (p. 262).  
Though her conversations, photos, and travelling across spaces with Christina, Zacher 
found that, “Christina used a variety of resources to negotiate each space, in effect 




  Although the study did not explicitly involve mapping as a spatial methodology, 
references to mapping metaphors helped to frame Christina’s experiences.  As Zacher 
(2009) says,  “[t]he relationships between the social spaces Christina traversed and the 
identities she narrated in those spaces, as well as the consequences of her use of space, 
are manifold.  In truth, she did not narrate particular identities in particular spaces, but 
instead wove a constantly shifting identity, created a narrative (Hall, 1996) of 
herself…”(p. 275).  This then serves as a way in which spatial thinking not only 
supported Zacher’s framing of the problem, but also inadvertently ended up being a 
methodology that she took up in her inquiry.   
Zacher’s (2009) many methods, including travelling with Christina in the world, 
on the bus and in her neighborhood illustrate the value in seeing spaces from the 
perspective of the participants in the study. Yet, it is significant that Zacher (2009) did 
not use that data, or her experiences with Christina across spaces, to produce a single 
narrative that “explained” her, nor did she try to interpret her experiences or claims at 
identity. Room is left for the reader to speculate, and arguably, for Christina to remain a 
complicated adolescent.   
Looking across the work of Nespor (1997, 2008, 2013), Gregory and Williams 
(2000) and Zacher (2009), the value of thinking spatially, and going beyond the 
classroom (Leander et al., 2010) and the school is clear.  These three ethnographic studies 
show how the insights gained by adding the spatial dimension provides new perspectives 
about students’ sociocultural and socioeconomic experiences as well as their identities 




It is worth noting that spatial thinking can also align with studies that go beyond 
the classroom and also go beyond conventional methodological approaches.  The next 
two sections explore research that uses spatial thinking in these ways.   
Scholars Going Beyond Schools 
There are many scholars who draw on spatial thinking when studying learning in 
non-classroom settings.  Two studies of particular relevance to this work are by Gutierrez 
(2008) and Jones et al. (2016).  
Gutierrez’s essay, “Developing a Sociocritical Literacy in the Third Space” is 
important in thinking about the justification of thinking spatially as it relates to inquiry 
into the experiences of children and adolescents across spaces.  Her work argues that 
those “who are interested in the cultural dimensions of learning [should] take an approach 
that resists the binaries of home and school, of formal and informal learning, and instead 
focus on what takes hold as children and youth move in and across the various settings 
and contexts of their everyday lives (Gutierrez, 2008, p. 150-151).  In this essay, 
Gutierrez examines her experiences working with students from migrant non-English 
speaking families who participated in an intensive summer program.  In this program, 
students were encouraged to tell their stories in a way that connected the past, the present 
and an imagined future, without having to take on academic literacy practices that, she 
argued, disconnect the student from his/her history (p. 148).  In other words, she 
separated school literacy from storytelling.  This study is particularly relevant because of 
how she takes up thirdspace.  In this work, Gutierrez defines thirdspace as being, “a 
transformative space where the potential for an expanded form of learning and the 




experiences, values, beliefs, heritage language, and school language converge, students 
generate new knowledge (Gutierrez, 2008).   
The assumptions undergirding this essay are that the children from multilingual 
families, who are negotiating between the heritage language and their school language, 
are not simply drawing on a skill to move from one language to another; rather, they are 
actually existing in a different space.  Moreover, she argues for the value in cultivating 
space to acknowledge the meaning making that is happening in this space, and to support 
them as they move between these linguistic worlds.   
Another study relevant to this work, that centers on extra-curricular spaces by 
Jones et al. (2016) is entitled, “Childhood Geographies and Spatial Justice: Making Sense 
of Place and Space-making as Political Acts in Education.”  This post-qualitative study 
focused on the participants of a playhouse that was a community organization that was 
run by the researchers.  Over the fall and winter, the research team collected observations, 
conducted interviews, took photographs, generated and observed artifacts and kept track 
of their own ongoing dialogue as methods of data collection, illustrating the value of 
generating multimodal data.  The work explores the home, community and school 
literacy practices of children, seeking ways to understand children’s experiences in 
spaces beyond school by observing children in a community space, The Playhouse, 
located in a low socioeconomic community.  The Playhouse was open three days a week, 
and children were welcome to come and play, without constraints of time or structured 
programs. Resources were available for the children (art supplies etc.) and they could 





This study differs from the ethnographic studies above (Gregory & Williams, 
2000; Nespor, 1997; Zacher, 2009), and is similar to Gutierrez’s (2008) work because the 
place being studied, The Playhouse, was created as an extra-curricular destination.  The 
study was designed around spatial thinking, asking the questions: “In what ways are 
space, power, and bodies interacting in this “place”?” (p. 8), and, “[i]n what ways are the 
children in this place both producing and being produced by the space (including the 
discourse and materiality of the space)?” (p. 8).  The conclusions from this study connect 
to the work of Leander et al. (2010) who argue that spaces are in an ongoing state of 
being created.  Jones et al. (2016) articulate this by saying that “place and space making 
for and with children and youth is a political act, and all educators and educational 
researchers are engaged in such politics” (p. 28-29).  
Taking these two studies together, it is evident that applying a spatial lens, 
Thirdspace (Gutierrez, 2008; Soja, 2006), provides opportunities to view possibility in 
generative alternative ways.  Spaces can be created, like The Playhouse (Jones et al., 
2016) and the spatial co-creation that takes place, led in this case by children, can be 
subsequently studied.  While there are other studies that take on spatial theory (Miller, 
2014; Leander & Aplin, 2014; Schwartz, Nogueron-Liu & Gonzalesz, 2014), of interest 
to this work are the subset of studies that take on mapping as a way to engage with spatial 
thinking in and out of schooling.  The next section explores studies that explicitly take on 
the map as metaphor, and as methodology.    
Map as Metaphor and as Methodology  
Spatial theory, spatial thinking and maps seem to have obvious alignment.  Maps 




can also be used as a way to generate data.  Maps themselves can also catalyze a way of 
thinking about an experience.  The metaphor can be taken up personally, applied to others, 
and used actively as a way to engage with inquiry and research.   
An autoethnography by Mackey (2015) explores the metaphor of mapping, via 
her literacy experiences growing up in St. John’s Newfoundland, Canada.  This work is 
conceptualized around three mapping lenses: a traditional map, a Google street view map, 
and an app that looks at space through an online view.  She illustrates the value of the 
role of “metaphor as part of our research toolkit” (p. 205).   Each lens allows her to think 
about a different aspect of her lived reality, complicating what could be a simple 
rendering of what is, in fact, a complex construction of her life.  As she argues, traditional 
maps can “provide an overview, enable a sense of relationships and connections, and 
allow for generalizations to be made involving groups of people or materials with 
something in common.” (p. 205).  Looking at a place from an aerial view provides some 
sense of relationship, place, proximity and spatiality.  She contrasts this with “the street 
view [that] can offer the chance to move through particular examples in close-up detail” 
(p. 205).  A street view map, or, arguably photos (Lutrell, 2010) or a recorded walk 
through a space (Pink, 2007) provides a vantage point that is at the level of engagement 
when it is lived.  If/when a person knows what he/she is looking for, detail is available 
that is not accessible from the aerial perspective.   
Finally, Mackey (2015) talks about the potential of mapping apps and their 
associated metaphors.  The apps themselves have the ability to transcend time and space 
scales to re-conceptualize a place.   Thinking metaphorically, she also observes that a 




developing a broad sweep view...that takes all its varied components into account” (p. 
205).  Although she does not explicitly draw on spatial theory, using her thinking about 
mapping as metaphor is helpful in conceptualizing space, and later, in analyzing data 
produced as it provides a framework to think about the strengths and limits of various 
perspectives on space and experience.   
Many other scholars also draw on mapping as a way to conceptualize their 
research.  For example, Dunsmore, Ordoñez-Jasis & Herrera (2013) conducted teacher 
research in a project that “mapped the cultural, linguistic and literacy “geographies” 
(Moll, 2010, p. 454),” (p.329) surrounding the school site.  This research took place with 
teachers, students and parents with the intention of finding ways that the classroom 
teacher could connect to the community.  Mapping was used and seen as a way to elicit 
participation with parents and students, over a period of time, co-creating explicit 
understandings of space, generating a perception of how the space was perceived and 
used that then allowed for a better connection.  Teachers then drew on the maps and their 
knowledge to plan curriculum that was relevant to their students.  As the authors write, 
“[n]aming oneself and locating one’s identity in the academic curriculum was a central 
theme of students’ experience as learners in this work…”(p. 330).  In other words, by 
giving people the freedom to locate themselves, as opposed to being located by a teacher 
shifted the power dynamic.  Although the school was a central location, families, students 
and teachers created the map, thus giving them power to illustrate the school as an 
“intersection” (Leander et al., 2010), rather than have the map locate them in the school. 
 A third study that also centers space and maps in a place was conducted by 




of the study was a college class, and the participants were students.  Part of the task was 
to map their learning over the period of the class, visually. The participants in her class 
were not told what they should have learned; instead, they were encouraged to create 
their own map and understanding of what they did learn.  In that sense, learning unfolded 
as the students named it as such.  She refers to this work as nomadic, articulating that, 
“nomadic pedagogy frames learning as a process whereby learning is the change incurred 
when subjects enter into unfamiliar territory, in a process of discovery” (2013, p. 787).   
Subsequently, learning this way “comes from the doing, the act of engaging in living 
inquiry” (p. 792). Conceptually and methodology, this study offers much to be applied in 
the research being proposed.  Fendler asserts that, “the arts-based element of creating 
social art/o/graphies effectively encourages young people to re-imagine and re-write 
themselves as learners” (p. 788) with the goal of creating a framework that expands our 
“social imaginary of learning” (p. 786). 
 Across these three studies, the benefit of naming and using maps both 
theoretically and methodologically as it pertains to spatial thinking becomes evident.  
Mackey (2015) outlines the multiple ways the metaphor can be used, Dunsmore, 
Ordoñez-Jasis & Herrera (2013) show the impact on teachers, parents and students when 
used as a way to bridge home and school, and Fendler (2013) creates a methodological 
space where an art/o/graphic approach is used to engage students in mapping their own 
learning, rather than being told what to learn.  What is interesting to consider about these 
three studies is the deliberate juxtaposition of mapping to spatial thinking.  This creates a 




the use of social cartography (Paulston, 1996) achieves these ends.  The next section of 
this literature review explores this research approach.    
Moving Towards Social Cartography 
As mentioned in the theoretical framework, social cartography (Paulston, 1996) is 
both a theory and practice that allows for the bridging of spatial theory through the use of 
mapping.  As Paulston (1996) notes, “[b]ecause the process of mapping encourages the 
personal interpretation of objective criteria in representing spatial relationships among 
differing ideas, social cartography relies heavily upon the use of visual metaphor as an 
explanatory device to provide further discourse” (xiii).  By giving the power of 
delineating space to people who are the subject of a study and/or marginalized, social 
cartography can be seen as a way to begin foster critical geography.  Soja (2010) suggests 
that: “[a]ny attempt to redefine the space of this map or of any mapping of the 
mininarratives of the social milieu should be given equally demanding and scholarly 
attention” (p. 16). 
Kirby (1996) argues for the use of social mapping as a way to explore identities 
across spaces in her book Indifferent Boundaries: Spatial Concepts of Human 
Subjectivity.  She says: “[s]ocial mapping in this view, makes possible a way of 
understating how sliding identities are created, and how the multiple connections between 
spatiality and subjectivity are seen to be grounded in the contested terrain between 
discourse communities” (Kirby, 1996, xxi).  In other words, she advocates for a theory 
that allows for the use of mapping as a way to illustrate how a person changes across 




(2009) work, suggesting that the application of a mapping approach might result in this 
kind of depiction of experience.   
The map as both a metaphor (Mackey, 2015) for creating understanding, and as a 
method for unearthing relationships of power is an obvious tool for engaging with spatial 
theory.  Thinking of a map as a visual methodology, Fendler’s (2013) comments resonate.  
She writes, “I strongly believe that arts-based research can contribute to an evocative, 
metaphorical language that allows us to imagine ourselves differently” (p. 792).  This 
suggests the potential of utilizing arts-based research, mapping metaphors and spatial 
thinking as a way to explore a range of issues that relate to power and relationships across 
spaces, and over time. 
Spatial Approaches to Understanding Experiences 
Spatial theory can provide insight into a problem has traditionally only involved 
relational or historic lenses of inquiry (Soja, 2010).   Given that, [h]istorically, the ways 
in which children have traveled between places have been understudied and 
undertheorized…[and that][e]ven today, little is known about the salient qualities of 
one’s pathway from place to place, or what happens in those transitional periods at all” 
(Leander et al., 2010, pp. 257–258), inquiry into the experiences of adolescents inspired 
by spatial theory has potential to generate insights that are needed but not yet explored.  
As the literature review reveals, there are many methodological choices that can be 
employed by taking on spatial theory that create opportunities to make the invisible 
visible.  The effectiveness of the map as a metaphor (Mackey, 2015), and the power that 
can be claimed when a person creates his/her own map, suggests social cartography 




conversation about spaces, neighborhoods and visible and invisible boundaries and power 
dynamics that inform students relationships to schools. 
The next section of the literature review shifts focus to the particular question of 
equitable access to advanced academic programs with a focus on literature about the 
International Baccalaureate. In what follows, I review research that has examined the 
attempts made by advanced programs, such as the International Baccalaureate, to provide 
access to these programs to every student. The review concludes by bridging the potential 
of spatial theory and the pursuit of equitable access in academic programs.   
Part Two: Equitable Access, and Academic Success 
 One of the central questions driving this work is why more students from the 
North End, specifically Smith Junior High and Oldfield Junior High are not entering into 
the pre-IB and IB programs offered at Thomas High School.  This question of who is 
accessing IB programs is also being asked more broadly by members of the IB 
community globally, and particularly in North America.  The purpose of the second part 
of this literature review is to explore how this question is being taken up both in terms of 
program adjustments and research into issues of equitable access into advanced academic 
programs.  In order to do this, it is first necessary to explore what is meant by equitable 
access both in the literature and in this work, and to then analyze how these terms are 
being used throughout the available research.  
Equity, Access and Equitable Access  
 Questions of equity are complex and central to educational research, making the 




talking about a disparity in opportunity correlated to a range of indicators including but 
not limited to: race (Anderson, 1988; Kozol, 2005), class (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Sirin, 
2005), ability (Artiles & Bal, 2008; Burris & Garrity, 2008; Kozleski, Artiles, & 
Waitoller, 2013; Rubin et al, 2008), ethnicity (Bradbury, 2011; Gallant & Moore, 2008) 
and gender (Freeman, 2005), and is often problematically used in conversations about 
“life chances” for members of one group versus another (Jordan, 2010).  Educational 
reform efforts are often predicated on the pursuit of equity in some capacity, bridging 
named disparities between members of an identified group and their peers in some way 
(Anderson, 1988; Bowles & Gintis, 1976).    
 It is often the case that equity in education is examined in one of two ways: equity 
of opportunity, or equity of outcomes (Jordan, 2010; Nieto, 2000).  Equity as equal 
opportunity is often measured through participation in experiences whereas equity as 
equal outcomes is measured by academic growth or performance (de Valenzuela et al., 
2006; Jordan, 2010).   
Questioning who gets access to particular opportunities is a common way that 
equity is explored (de Valenzuela et al., 2006; Jordan, 2010).  An example of this is taken 
up in a study looking at California’s legal history with pursuits of equity; each iteration 
focused on the ability of a student from a particular race or class to have access to a 
particular school, program, or to high-quality teaching (Groen, 2006). When thinking 
about academic pathways, what constitutes access is also not clearly defined, and not all 
pathways are appropriate or interesting for all students.  In some cases, equity and access 
is defined as the opportunity for each student, regardless of who they are, to be free to 




not mean that those who are perceived as being minoritized do apply, or that they ever go 
down the pathways.  In other districts, access is that all students are automatically 
enrolled in an advanced academic pathway, regardless of their own interest or desire 
(Burris & Garrity, 2008).  In both cases, it is argued that equity is achieved through 
access to these pathways, but the reality of that implementation differs.  A third way in 
which equitable access is narrowed is by making equitable access to programs about 
granting access to academically high achieving students from low-income families 
(Caspary et al., 2015), reinforcing an “elitist” (Siskin & Weinstein, 2010) interpretation 
of the program.    
Equity of outcomes, that is, the achievement of comparable outcomes within an 
experience, across participants, has recently been taken up through correlation to 
documented “achievement gaps” that exist between groups of students as related to 
particular measures, such as literacy and numeracy (Brown, Benkovitz, Muttillo, Urban, 
2010; Jordan, 2010; Province of Nova Scotia, accessed November 18, 2017).  In these 
cases, the pursuit of equity then gets measured through the reduction of the achievement 
gap on test scores or assessments.  Another framing of equity in outcome looks not only 
at the rates at which students from a particular grouping enroll but also how successful 
they are in college or university, connecting equity with access to post-secondary 
opportunities (Douglass, 2007; Sirin, 2005).  This kind of correlation and measure of 
success is particularly common in studies that examine academic high school programs 
including the IB and Advanced Placement (Caspary et al., 2015).   
 Subsequently, the risk in talking about “equity” and “access” as separate but 




regarded as a measure of equity achievement, even if no one chooses to access or is able 
to take advantage of said pathway.  This is the case in Nova Scotia.  Equity and access 
exist as possibilities, and yet there is no equitable access when these pathways are not 
being taken up by groups of students who are identified as being part of minoritized 
groups in the province.  It is for this reason that I am taking up the term “equitable access” 
as the focus of this study, and as the lens with which I am critiquing the following studies.  
I am arguing that equitable access is not only the possibility of access to the pathway; it is 
the appropriation of  ways that include entry by representative groups in the community, 
regardless of the sociocultural and economic statues, and because it is a desired option.  
As outlined above, the scope of the study itself only allows for exploration of adolescents’ 
decision making as they enter into high school and so the analysis will focuses on this 
part of equitable access, acknowledging that it is only one part of the full understanding 
of the meaning of the phrase.          
Equitable Access and the IB in Recent History  
Over the past twenty years, growing attention has been given to the IB Diploma 
Program and to AP courses as they have become increasingly associated with higher 
academic achievement and university readiness (Kettler & Hurst, 2017).  Both of these 
programs include formal assessments and exams that are evaluated by external examiners 
(outside of the school where the student attends).  This external validation of student 
progress is one of the cited attributes of the two programs for those in pursuit of rigorous 
academic measures of success.   Research on IB tends to focus on graduates from IB 
Diploma programs and their performance in university and college.  These studies, 




highlighting that this group of graduates are more likely to attend college or university 
and are more likely to graduate from those institutions compared to their peers, from 
those same groups, who do not enroll in IB (Caspary et al., 2015; Coca et al., 2011; IBO, 
2014; Kettler & Hurst, 2017; Saavedra, 2014).  Adding to this discussion is the reality 
that many universities offer incentives in the form of course credits and scholarships for 
completion and/or achievement of particular scores on IB and AP exams (IBO, 2017, 
accessed August 9, 2017).  These findings have been helpful to IB and AP schools 
interested in ways to entice people into their programs, and have also leveraged 
conversations and inquiries about how to involve more students who could also be 
benefitting from these programs.   At the same time, focusing on these incentives paints a 
narrow picture of the purpose and benefits of being part of some of the other aspects of 
the IB program, limiting the definition of success in engagement with the program to 
conversations about university completion.  This discourse does not sit well with some 
teachers, program coordinators and others interested in making the IB program more 
accessible by making it less exclusive, and who place more value on well-roundedness of 
those who participate, including their critical thinking and research skills, their 
community engagement, and the attributes of the IB learner profile and international 
mindedness that are developed through the program.  As will be explored throughout the 
literature review, this tension between university completion as the definition of success, 
and broader elements of an IB education seem to be at odds in the discourse around IB.  
This tension also makes conversations about equitable access challenging and raises 





The Elite Histories of the IB and Formalized Attempts at Becoming More Diverse   
Part of the tension that exists between the perceptions of the IB, and the idea that 
it is a program that can and should strive for equitable access links back to the origins and 
development of the program, and associated perceptions of its purpose.  One cannot 
negate the history of the IB Diploma Program and the ongoing elitist perceptions that it 
holds in certain circles.  Formed in 1968 by diplomats who were travelling around the 
world and desired a consistent education for the children, its premise, in a post-war world, 
was to foster peace education.  Moreover, they wanted to ensure that their children, who 
were perceived to be the next generation of world leaders, would be ready for university, 
in spite of travelling to multiple locations with their diplomat parents (Walker, 2004).   
As the program grew over time, it moved from international private schools into 
public and state schools around the world.  Peace education and the development of well-
rounded students who were critical thinkers and skilled researchers remain central claims 
of the IB Diploma Program, and by the early 2000s, leaders in the organization shifted 
focus to include as many students as possible in the IB (Walker, 2004).  This broadening 
of the IB Diploma program was in tension with a commonly held global reputation that 
the program was elitist, that is, only for highly motivated students from affluent families 
and schools, as it originated in private schools (Siskin & Weinstein, 2010).  The 
implications of this have, arguably, produced competing narratives about the profiles of 
students who should enroll in the IB Diploma Program.  From an IB organizational level, 
the implementation of the whole school Middle Years Programs (MYP) (grades five – 
ten) in 1994, and the Primary Years Programs (PYP) (grades K – 5) in 1997 provided an 




(Siskin & Weinstein, 2010).  By design, these two programs are entirely inclusive and if a 
school takes either/both on, the entire school body is fully involved.  However, even if 
the PYP and MYP are fully inclusive in schools that offer these programs, this does not 
erase the perceptions of the IBDP being for a certain group of academically elite students; 
indeed, IB does not require that schools implement the Diploma Program for all students.   
Instead, it often runs as one of many high school options, in some cases to a select few 
students who meet locally set entrance criteria.  In some cases, at a school level, the IB 
Diploma Program is set up as a way to create an elitist program within their school, 
compounding the competing discourses around equitable access of the IB Diploma 
Program. 
At the IB organization level, ideas of equitable access pre-date what the literature 
indicates.  The Head of Outreach Services and Regional Development, argues that ideas 
of equitable access “have been part of informal conversations about the development of 
IB programs in the Americas for many years, and long before 2003, although the attempt 
to include students from diverse communities, and in a range of locations was not always 
called an “equity” or “access” project.” (Campbell, P., personal communication, August 8, 
2017).  From an operational perspective, this has involved increased staffing allocation at 
the IB Organization to think about and work on ways to make the IB more accessible and 
appealing to students, including professional development initiatives, and a series of 
marketing and promotional products designed to diversify the “image” of the IB.  
However, in opening up the program to more students, some of the schools that have 
been part of it since its inception have been in tension with the organization’s endeavors.  




academically rigorous exclusive program, while trying to find ways to increase pathways 
to make it more accessible--can contradict one another, and are evident in the literature, 
and throughout the studies that have been done on IB equitable access programs.        
Over the past two decades, programs like IB and AP have made formalized, 
public attempts to become part of the larger conversation about equitable access for 
students from low-income and historically marginalized communities (Caspary et al., 
2015; Coca et al., 2011; Kettler & Hurst, 2017; Saavedra, 2014).  Since 2003, as part of 
this interest in access, coupled with their desire to expand, there have been deliberate 
attempts made by IB Americas to increase the “pathways” students can take in order to 
pursue and be successful in the IB Diploma Program, with a particular focus on how to 
support Title 11 schools in the United States and their counterparts in North America 
(Siskin & Weinstein, 2008). Subsequently, increased attention, and subsequent research 
began to emerge in 2004, when the IB strategic plan stated that one of their goals was to 
“broaden access purposefully where we can have the most impact, particularly with 
disadvantaged students” (as cited in Siskin & Weinstein, p. 3, 2010).  This pursuit of 
increased access for those who were perceived as “disadvantaged” became known in IB 
circles as the “equity” projects.  Because the focus of the projects, outlined below, was 
tied to Title 1 schools, it can be assumed that those who are “disadvantaged” were 
perceived to be those from low socioeconomic homes or neighborhoods, and that equity 
could be achieved if students from these groups participated in the program.  This 
																																																								
1	“Introduced through the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) and amended through 
the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2002, Title 1 provides federal resources to schools with high 
numbers or high percentages of students from low-income families with an emphasis on supporting the 
lower-achievement students.  Title I aims to support learning and development among low-income students 





underlying assumption that equity for IB is about socioeconomic inequalities is important 
to recognize as it gets picked up in some, but not all of the working definitions of equity 
used in the research.  
It is also important to recognize that a series of grants funded the implementation 
of these trial sites for implementing IB equity work.  In 2006, the IB was awarded a grant 
from the U.S. Department of Education as part of the Advanced Placement Initiative 
(API) for 1.08 million dollars over three years to support Title I high schools working to 
be IB (Perna et al., 2015; Siskin & Weinstein, 2010).  Momentum for this work continued, 
and in 2007 the America Creating Opportunities to Meaningfully Promote Excellence in 
Technology, Education and Science Act (America COMPETES Act) was signed by 
President Bush; in it “[o]ne goal was to raise student achievement – particularly among 
low-income students – by increasing access and success in Advanced Placement (AP) 
and International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma Programme (DP) courses.” (Caspary et al., 
2015, p. 1).  While this was a positive step for the IB and their equity projects, it also 
illustrates how the program is described and understood as being exclusively about 
academic achievement, suggesting that equity is the creation of a pathway for potentially 
high achieving students who come from low-income homes.  
These school programs with explicit focuses on equity and access subsequently 
inspired much of the research that is available about the IB.  Before exploring the 
findings of these studies, it is important to clarify that most of the research on equity and 
access in IB programs is somehow tied to one of the initiatives on equitable access.  This 
does not mean that they are funded by the IB, although some of them are; what it does 




attention given to them, and the funding available at the school level to run programs.  
Those studies that are tied to the grants are well-funded, large in scale, and pay particular 
attention to the issue being explored, and may be less critical than studies not being 
funded by the associated organizations.  For this reason, I will begin with a brief history 
of these grants, and identify the studies they funded.  From there, it is possible to then 
look at the implications of the research, and other, smaller, tangential studies that have 
emerged as a result of these projects. 
The story of equitable access endeavors in IB Diploma schools.  The 
Advanced Placement Initiative granted by the U.S. Department of Education in 2006 
provided the first opportunity for a formalized coordinated attempt at equity for low-
income students to have access to AP and IB programs, specifically located in Title 1 
schools in the United States.  Associated with this grant was a study done on its 
effectiveness, by Sisken & Weinstein, (2008) and Sisken et al., (2010).  Focused on pilot 
schools in the study, a team of researchers from New York University conducted two 
visits per year, over a four-year period.  The data collected included interviews with 
school staff and students, observations, analysis of school documents, and relevant 
demographic and academic data available from schools and the IBO.  Their findings on 
the implementation of the grant revealed six key hurdles for schools to overcome to 
bridge issues of equity and access: 
• finding and selecting appropriate courses for students 
• having time and funds to train teachers  
• retaining teachers and getting ‘buy-in’ from the school 




• stress on teachers and students from state level exams or yearly 
requirements  
• deficit perceptions about students’ abilities and skills from teachers and 
coordinators (Sisken et al., 2010).   
These results provided the first research-generated framework of factors to 
consider when thinking about equitable access in Title 1 schools seeking to increase 
access to pathways for students.  While all six hurdles do not exist at all schools, at least 
one of the hurdles likely exists at any given school, and this then served as a research 
framework that others worked from, (Coca et al., 2011; Gerry & Corcoran, 2011, Perna et 
al., 2015; Saavedra, 2014).  Although the spin-off studies that resulted from this work are 
independent of the IB, this foundational research was funded and associated with the 
grant that also funded the piloting in the school.   
It is subsequently not surprising that one of the key findings that Sisken et al., 
(2010) suggest is to increase the pathway between the MYP and the DP, by increasing the 
number of MYP programs, to provide stronger support and skill development for students. 
It is argued that this would support students earlier, getting them ready for the IB 
Diploma program, elevating both interest and opportunities for success.  The IBO used 
this finding to convince the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation to fund a three-year 
project, beginning in 2009.  The purpose of this endeavor was to “demonstrate the 
feasibility of increasing the participation of minority students and students in poverty in 
its Middle Years Programme (MYP) and Diploma Programme (DP) in selected school 
districts in the United States” (Gerry & Corcoran, 2011, p, 3).  Known as The IB Access 




in the MYP, developing the “tools and resources for student assessment in Grades nine 
and ten that align with expectations for the Diploma Program in Grades eleven and 
twelve” (IB Americas, 2009).  The goals of the initiative were largely teacher focused at 
the MYP level, aiming to improve teacher practice by designing curriculum and 
assessment that prepare students for the DP, improving teacher access to resources and 
online learning environments, increasing teacher on-side support, and to subsequently, 
increase the participation of low-income and minority students in the DP and in 
certificate courses (Gerry & Corcoran, 2011, p. 3).  Because the IB MYP is a school-wide 
program, all students in the affiliated Middle Schools would be included.   
An evaluation research study of The IB Access Project, conducted by the 
Consortium for Policy Research in Education at Teachers College, focused on eight 
schools involved in the initiative.  Over the two years that led to the initial report, 
interviews (56), document analysis, student participation analysis, and observations at 
professional development summer institutes were used as sources of data to support the 
findings (Gerry & Corcoran, 2011, p. 9).  The findings suggest that the project was met 
with mixed success in the short-term, in part because it takes several years to follow 
students through the MYP and DP.  For example, some MYP programs begin in fifth or 
sixth grade and go through tenth grade, sometimes across a middle school and high 
school.  Predictably then, one specific finding that needed to be addressed was the 
“coordination and communication between and among MYP and DP practitioners” 
(Gerry & Corcoran, 2011, p. 41). As noted by Gerry & Corcoran (2011), “[s]chools are 
very busy places and if collaboration is not designed into the work and valued by 




particularly critical when thinking about student and teacher relationships, and the finding 
by Sisken, Weinstein and Sperling (2010) about deficit perceptions of students held by 
some IB Diploma Program teachers and coordinators.  In the process of transition, if 
students lose teachers who champion them, it is possible that they lose confidence.  
When the initial project came to an end, it was extended through additional 
funding through the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation Grant.   This time, the project 
“Bridging the Equity Gap” focused on addressing the MYP – DP connections and some 
of the factors and considerations that need to go into preparing students to enter the IB 
Diploma Program.  Specifically, the IB developed the E2 Excellence and Equity 
Framework and has been working in five IB schools over the past two years to implement 
it.  The purpose of the framework is to “create a picture of what an inclusive and 
supportive DP would look like for low-income students.” (IBO, 2014, p. 1).  This 
framework, built on the research and work from the previous studies, rests on four 
dimensions:  
• building philosophy and culture to support demanding academics and high 
expectations for all students;  
• preparing students, especially low-income students, with support and 
outreach; strong leadership and administration to establish policies, 
practices, systems and practices to support access and success;  
• teaching and learning strategies that develop and deliver curriculum, 
instruction and assessment to motivate and engage students at high levels;  
• professional development that focuses on strategies that impact 




The findings from this E2 study are expected upon completion of the project within the 
next year.  What is important to note about the initiatives and studies that have been done 
on the implementation of the MYP as a solution for issues of equity and access is that 
that is only one solution, and is not reflect the conditions in many regions.  For example, 
in Nova Scotia, there are no MYP programs, and no plans to adopt the program in the 
near future.    
As mentioned above, these initiatives have resulted in associated studies and a 
small body of research, some of which are extensions of the aforementioned funded 
studies, and others that are not. This research that has been done can be placed into two 
categories.  The first category can be summarized as the academic results in high school 
and university for low-income students who participate in the IB Diploma Program, 
measuring equity through the experiences of IB graduates in college.  The second 
category of research focuses on the experiences of Title I schools implementing and 
recruiting low income, diverse students into IB Diploma Program programs, measuring 
equity through access and participation in the IB pathway in high school.  These studies 
focus on the experiences within schools in recruiting and retaining students.  
IB Research Category One: Academic Performance in High School and College 
Between the IB data collection system, and other systems including the National 
Student Clearinghouse, there is a significant amount of data available that has supported 
numerous quantitative studies of the experiences and successes of students who 
participate in the IB Diploma Program.  The most comprehensive study of these is a 2015 
large-scale study commissioned by the IB, conducted by SRI Education (Caspary et al., 




college for low-income DP students in US public schools…[with the objective]…to 
understand how low-income students’ experiences compare with those of higher-income 
peers and to identify obstacles to low-income students’ participation and success in the 
DP and postsecondary education, as well as possible levers to improve their long-term 
outcomes” (Caspary et al., 2015, p. 2).  The overall findings revealed that although 
students from low-income families do not perform on par with their IB Diploma Program 
counterparts from higher socioeconomic status in high school, the evidence points to 
long-term benefits in college for these students.     
Another study funded by the IB, conducted by Caspary et al. (2015), also drew on 
available data for all low-income IB candidates between 2008 – 2014 (full diploma 
students and course candidates) from the IB Organization and from the National Student 
Clearinghouse (NSC) to examine postsecondary enrollment, retention and graduation 
rates for these students, comparing them to high-income peers. This data was cross-
correlated to draw conclusions. To better understand the daily-lived experiences of these 
students, they visited five IB high schools that serve large populations of low-income 
students to determine factors that contribute to participation and success for these 
students (Caspary et al., 2015, p. 2). The findings from their quantitative data analysis on 
student achievement will be discussed below, and findings from their qualitative inquiry 
into the experiences of five IB high schools will be discussed in the following section.   
The quantitative findings from this study revealed that between 2008 – 2014, the 
number of low-income IB students increased, but their performance in the program 
remained about the same, meaning their scores, on average, have not increased; gaps 




efforts (Caspary et al., 2015, p. v).  In other words, the participation in the IB pathway 
did not close the achievement gap for low-income students in high school.  However, 
regardless of their scores, or even if they earned the Diploma, “low-income Diploma 
candidates enrolled in 4-year colleges and universities at high rates.  For example, in the 
class of 2013, more than three-quarters of low-income Diploma candidates enrolled in a 
4-year college or university immediately after finishing high school” (Caspary et al., 
2015, p. vi).  Moreover, “[r]etention rates for low-income Diploma candidates at 4-year 
colleges and universities were close to those of their higher-income peers.” (Caspary et 
al., 2015, p. vi).  Overall, “[l]ow-income Diploma candidates who enrolled at 4-year 
colleges and universities had 6–year graduation rates that were similar to the national 
average for all students, higher than the national average for low-income students, but 
lower than those of higher-income Diploma candidates” (p. vi).  While this does suggest 
that there is academic benefit for the students who complete the program and go onto 
university, it also reinforces a single definition of success, and illustrates a disparity in the 
experiences of students during their time in the IB Diploma Program.    
The findings on university performance found in the Caspary et al. (2015) study 
reinforce the findings from a study conducted on similar data sets by members of the IBO 
research team (Gordon et al., 2015).  They found that students from IB Diploma Program 
Title I schools had similar college enrollments (82%) to IB Diploma Program students in 
non Title I US public schools.  Perhaps more significantly, low-income IB Diploma 
Program students from Title I schools enrolled in college at rates (79%) significantly 
higher than the national average of 46% for low-income students.  They also noted that 




enrolling in college was higher than any other racial group in the study (Gordon et al., 
2015); this finding shifts the definition of equity from economics to race, although that 
was not the explicit intention of the IB Equity Project.      
These findings are further reinforced by two studies conducted in Chicago Public 
Schools: the first, funded by the IB and conducted by Coca et al. (2011), and the second 
an independent study conducted by Saavedra (2014).  Of contextual relevance, Chicago 
Public Schools (CPS) has been working on its own initiative to support equitable access, 
in terms of both entry and outcomes of students.  Driven by the academic achievement of 
students enrolled in the Lincoln Park High School, the only IB Diploma Program non-
magnet public school in Chicago from 1981 – 1997, CPS rapidly increased the number of 
IB Diploma Program schools between 1997 and 2004, opening 12 schools distributed 
across all six school catchment zones (Coca et al., 2011; Saavedra, 2014).  “CPS’s 
primary goal for widely implementing the IB Diploma Program was to increase 
predominantly low-income and minority students’ access to academically rigorous 
curricula in neighborhood high schools and, thereby to increase their academic 
achievement and college preparedness (Spittle, Leven, & Roderick, 2008, cited in 
Saavedra, 2014, p. 6).  Moreover, “policymakers at CPS saw the IB Diploma Programs as 
a way to prevent bright CPS elementary students – those whose test scores that are above 
average but not high enough to gain admittance to the highly competitive selective 
enrollment high schools – from attending private high schools in the city or leaving the 
city to attend suburban high schools” (Coca et al., 2011).  Subsequently, these schools 




because of the volume of schools, but because the CPS has an inherent interest in proving 
the success of their experiment.   
Coca et al.’s 2011 study, a multistage propensity score matching study, examined 
the impact of IB programs on the post secondary outcomes of graduates of the classes of 
2003 – 2007.  Through their data analysis of eighty-five-thousand-six-hundred-sixty-
three graduates in one-hundred-twenty-two high schools (p. 17), they found that, the IB 
Diploma Program students were forty percent more likely to attend four-year colleges, 
and fifty percent more likely to attend selective colleges (p. 4), when compared to a 
matched comparison group.  Moreover, once enrolled in college, the students in four-year 
collages are more likely to persist in these four-year colleges for at least two years, and 
these students reported that they felt prepared to succeed and excel in that environment (p. 
4).  As many of the students in CPS IB Diploma Program programs were first-generation 
college students, this suggested that the IB Diploma Program was particularly effective in 
preparing this population of students (p. 10).  Still, students reported not having access to 
social capital in college, which was necessary for navigating things like selecting courses 
and establishing relationships with college faculty (p. 47), shedding light on the 
complexity of limiting research on schooling experiences to academic performance and 
success alone.   Students in CPS apply to enter the IB pathway coming into ninth grade; 
however, this study found that only sixty-two percent of the students continued into the 
official IB Diploma Program in eleventh grade, and there were no effects of IB 
participation for those students who did not continue (p. 54).  Like the other studies, it 




first generation college going students, but there remain questions about recruitment and 
retention into the program, muddying the measure of equity with this type of access. 
Saavedra’s (2014) analysis of twenty-thousand-four-hundred-twenty-two students 
from the CPS classes of 2003 – 2007 is widely sourced in IB literature (p. 7).  This study, 
which was not funded by the IB Organization, cross-referenced students in the thirteen IB 
schools in CPS, to the remaining students in those schools, and compared factors 
including ACT scores, graduation rates, college enrolments, their grade seven state math 
and reading state scores, gender, ethnicity and family income (p. 9), broadening the 
comparison groups used in the other studies.  Based on propensity score analysis, and 
testing for selection bias, Saavedra (2014) found that IB enrollment increased students’ 
academic achievement, probability of graduation and probability of college enrollment (p. 
1).  Of interest, it was also found that IB enrollment was especially beneficial for boys, 
who were half as likely as their female classmates to enroll in IB, but whose overall 
graduation rates from high school, and enrollment in college were 9.5 and 5.9 percentage 
points higher than females (p. 31) enrolled in IB.  This was particularly intriguing as the 
researcher initially thought that it was the result of the most academically successful boys 
enrolling in IB.  On closer analysis, that was not the case; she found that their grade 
seven test scores were only 3 percentile points higher than girls’ scores, and subsequently 
not statistically significant (p. 31).  She concluded that academic ability is not the 
determining factor for students completing the IB Diploma Program. Instead, she 
suggests that motivation and interest at the outset of the experience may be useful 
indicators of who will benefit from the experience, a conclusion that complicates the 




A similar study on a smaller scale was conducted by the University of California 
system that found that students who participated in the IB Diploma Program earned 
higher GPAs and graduated at higher rates than their peers in comparison groups as well 
as students in the University of California system overall (Shah et. al, 2010, p. 14).  
These researchers found that the best predictor of college achievement was performance 
in the IB Diploma Program (p. 1).  In terms of this particular literature review, what is 
most noteworthy is that unlike other studies conducted on the UC system, family income 
was not a significant predictor of college performance for students who had completed 
the IB Diploma Program, suggesting that “the curricular approach of the IB programme 
may be particularly well-suited in serving students of different economic backgrounds 
and, to some degree, ‘leveling the playing field’”(Shah et. al, 2010, p. 14).   
In addition to the aforementioned collection of studies that focus on college 
readiness, and trends of completion, other researchers have explored the benefits of the 
less tangible skills of the program on students.  For example, in a paper compiled by 
Larson and Kutyka (2017) the IB’s goal “of developing “intellectual, personal, emotional, 
and social skills” and teaching students how to live in a globalized world…” (p. 86), is 
analyzed alongside standards from the Framework for Success in Postsecondary Writing, 
which focuses on eight habits of mind that are identified as being necessary for students 
to be proficient in postsecondary education including: responsibility, metacognition, 
creativity, curiosity, flexibility, persistence, engagement and openness (p. 86).  Based on 
their analysis, they stated that: “IB does more than just get students into college; it 
strengthens the habits of mind they need to be successful” (Larson & Kurtyka, p. 87, 




from measuring academic achievement and towards learning, and thus comes closer to 
Jordan’s (2010) conclusion that equity be measured “in terms of ‘quality of care’ and 
rigor, as well as via individual achievement indicators” (Jordan, 2010, p. 175).  
In one of the few studies done in Canada, Tarc & Beatty (2012) conducted a 
qualitative study with all interested students in a school’s cohort of forty-nine IB students. 
Twenty-six students participated in the initial round of data collection that involved 
individual interviews and a focus group conducted while students were in their final year 
of the IB Diploma Program.   A year later, an e-survey was sent out to the twenty-six 
students and twelve responded.   The findings of this study echoed previous studies: 
participants said that the IB Diploma Program offers significant academic preparation for 
university, particularly with respect to time management and study skills.  Unlike some 
of the other studies, this research did find that some of the participants in universities 
reported that because of the prescribed set of IB courses, they did not have some of the 
content knowledge that their peers may have received in other programs and that this 
impacted their course selection options (p. 365).  It is unclear if this was a registration 
issue at a particular university, or a perception issue held by the participants.    
Given the rates of university admission and completion of students who graduate 
from these programs, the implementation of the IB into diverse contexts is being 
increasingly recommended.  For instance, in a study into the inclusion and promotion of 
advanced academic programs for Latinx students, Gandara & Aldana (2014) point to the 
IB as a viable program to desegregate schools because it values foreign language.  Other 
studies have examined the impact of the IB on improving teachers’ perception of 




the curriculum and experience lead to increased value by teachers of multilingualism in 
students (Mayer, Aldina & Gandara, 2014).  
What the numbers tell us.  The research indicates that there are clear, positive 
impacts that an IB Diploma Program can have on the academic achievement in university 
of low-income students. Yet, peppered throughout the findings on outcomes and college 
readiness are statements about how the impact of IB programs is limited to students who 
finish the program, paying less attention to the struggles and attrition rates of students 
during the program (Coca et al., 2011; Caspary et al., 2015; Saavedra, 2014). 
Subsequently, while the overall number of participants has increased, and overall 
enrolments have grown, the gap in student performance between low and high-income 
students has remained about the same (Caspary et al., 2015, p. v). Similarly, in at least 
some studies, the achievement gaps between different ethnic groups have not changed, 
even if the overall enrollment has increased (Kettler & Hurst, 2017).  Is this an equitable 
access success story?  These studies generally privilege academic performance as the 
measure of success, but tell a story that suggests that success for students who are part of 
these equity initiatives largely comes after the IB Diploma Program for students who 
enroll in universities.  They do not tell stories of academic success within the IB Diploma 
Program.   Subsequently, it is difficult to argue that these findings dispel the narrative 
that the IB Diploma Program is designed for privileged students.  Nor do they speak to 
the attributes of the IB experience that go beyond university readiness.  Instead, it 
suggests that there is great benefit to students from low-income communities if they ‘get 




The second part of the review of IB literature takes this on in its focus on the 
experiences of students in the IB Diploma Program.  
IB Research Category Two: Supports for Students Before and Within the IB 
Diploma Program. 
I begin by returning to the findings of the first API grant and associated study by 
Sisken et al., (2010) that led to the IB Access Project funded by the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation. The final report indicated that there were seven challenges that made 
the IB Diploma Program difficult for students.  These challenges included: 1) building an 
MYP pathway across middle and high schools in different buildings with different 
organizations, 2) meshing the MYP and DP philosophies and pedagogies, 3) getting past 
preconceived notions of IB as a selective honors program, 4) funding DP exams and fees, 
5) the pressure to focus time, attention and resources on state exams and expectations at 
the expense of the IB, 6) developing safety net supports for students who needed 
additional motivation and academic preparation, and 7) high principal and teacher 
turnover (Sisken et al., 2010).  These findings suggest that how a program is set up, the 
way that teachers and students talk about it, and local academic requirements explain why 
many students who may perceive themselves as possible IB Diploma candidates decide to 
opt out of the program before they complete, or even start it.  One might extrapolate that 
without active supports in place, equitable access is not possible, in spite of a “pathway” 
that appears open.   
Caspary, Woodworth, Keating, and Sands (2015) quantitative findings, mentioned 
above, built on the work of Sisken et al. (2010).  Funded by the IB, Caspary et al. (2015) 




Income Students,” based on interviews from five low income IB schools.  Intended to 
provide insight for IB practitioners, but making no claims of causality, the suggestions 
consider students’ experience with IB from the time prior to entering the program until 
after they leave.  This study has been used to inform the IB E2 framework document 
being used to guide ongoing equitable access work sponsored by the most recent Bill and 
Melinda Gates grant.  The suggestions are outlined in the following chart:   
IB Outreach and Admission: 
- Remove barriers to entry (such as placement exams and teacher 
recommendations) and make IB the default pathway (i.e. move to opt out 
rather than opt in policies).   
- Actively recruit low-income students with targeted outreach to 
underrepresented students and their families. 
Teaching and Learning 
- Innovate to engage diverse learners and allow students to demonstrate their 
understanding in different ways (e.g. projects and varied learning tasks). 
- Aim for mastery and deeper learning within the DP curriculum (e.g., cover fewer 
topics in more depth). 
- Allow for flexible deadlines, increase scaffolding, and rethink homework. 
- Examine trends in student performance to identify barriers to success and modify 
instruction accordingly. 
- Emphasize academic and study skills (e.g., text-based analytic writing and time 
management) to prepare students for college success.    
School Wide Student Supports 
- Institute extensive opportunities for tutoring to ensure that students can access 
help before, during and after school.   
- Formalizing peer supports (e.g. create or facilitate the formation of study groups). 
- Establishing wraparound services to prevent or respond to factors that might 
interfere with students’ ability to focus on academics (e.g. partner with 
community-based organizations that offer social, emotional, and other services at 
the school site). 
- Monitor individual student progress (e.g., through advisory classes) and tailor 
interventions (e.g., develop a tiered system of academic supports). 
- Build a culture of high expectations for all students by hiring teachers who 
believe that diverse learners can succeed in the DP and by consistently reinforcing 
this belief through school polices and practices.   
Postsecondary Supports 
- Creating systemic college planning processes (e.g., all students attend a college-
planning event, take the SAT or ACT, complete the Free Application for Student 
Aid, and apply to at least one broad-access college). 




scholarship opportunities, university-based outreach programs, local nonprofits 
that provide college counseling and other related supports. 
- Proactively providing information to parents about college options, the college 
application process, and financial aid options.  
Caspary et al. (2015, p. 9) 
Table 1: IB Equity and Access Framework (2015)  
In looking across these recommendations, it is relevant to think about the 
experiences of a wide range of students, including those who would opt into the program 
on their own, and those who may not see themselves as being good candidates for the 
program.  Some of these questions about students include:  How are they recruited?  Who 
forms their support network, socially and academically?  How are teachers trained to 
support their particular needs?  What barriers in terms of competing school requirements 
and program costs exist?  How are they supported in the college application process?  
And, a key question: how can the attitudes of teachers and coordinators about perceptions 
of which students benefit from an IB Diploma program shift from students-at risk to 
students of promise.  Addressing these questions, in each particular school context, is not 
a simple task.  Moreover, because the research on these approaches is so new, with 
complex and competing definitions of what the vision for equity is, there are few studies 
to draw on for support.  The ones that do exist focus on particular aspects of IB students’ 
experiences.     
For example, a 2015 study conducted in Florida raises questions about how 
students are encouraged or discouraged from participating in the IB Diploma Program as 
junior high/middle school students.  This study draws on the available data from the IB 
Organization and The Common Core of Data.  The findings connected student 




IB Diploma schools and also qualified for free and reduced lunch in Florida, assuming 
equity is a combination of race and socioeconomics.  They also surveyed IB coordinators 
in Florida (75% participation) (Perna et al., 2015), and found that, “[w]hatever the reason, 
it is clear that, although the IB Diploma Program is being offered in more diverse schools, 
it is experiencing less success enrolling Black, Hispanic, and low-income students into 
the program” (Perna et al., 2015, p. 419).   
The IB Diploma programs in Florida operate on an application process, allowing 
all students who apply and meet their requirements for admission.  The researchers found, 
that this was not enough to encourage students from engaging, speculating on three 
factors likely impacting students’ decisions to enroll.  Firstly, students apply to 
participate in IB Diploma Programs and only about 73% of those who apply are accepted.  
Consideration for acceptance includes prior coursework and GPAs, and while sometimes 
exceptions are made, it remains unclear how this applies to students from different 
demographics (Perna et al., 2015, p. 420).  It is unclear if this is a race, socioeconomic or 
interconnected issue.  Secondly, there were concerns about the relationship between 
counselors and IB Diploma Program students.  According to this study, about half (57%) 
of all programs have a counselor dedicated to IB Diploma Program students, but this 
number drops to 39% in Title I schools.  In their conclusions they note, “[t]he absence of 
a dedicated counselor at many IB Diploma Program schools, but especially schools 
serving high shares of low-income students, raises questions about the extent to which IB 
Diploma Program students are able to receive the information and support required to 
maximize the benefits of their IB Diploma Program participation to their college 




speculation about students choosing to enroll or not relates to the range of higher-level 
courses offered to students.  As outlined above, IB students take six courses across five 
different subject categories, but it is up to the school to determine the particular courses 
offered. The researchers suggest that “[t]he low percentage of schools offering higher 
level courses in all subject areas raises questions about the consistency of the academic 
preparation that is provided by available IB Diploma Programs, a critical issue given the 
importance of academic preparation to students’ college enrollment and success” (Perna, 
2005). Based on my own experiences as an IB Coordinator, I would add that offering a 
diverse range of courses aimed at students with different academic interests and strengths 
is critical as students may not be inclined to even register for the program, perceiving that 
it is not for them.  
One way that some schools have removed barriers to access is to change how the 
program is offered.  Burris & Wellner (2005) offer one solution to the problem of 
recruitment of students from different cultural groups: de-tracking. In an attempt to 
reduce the achievement gap in literacy between white students and African American and 
Hispanic students, the school, located in a diverse Long Island district, eliminated classes 
they termed as being ‘low track’.  The purpose of doing this was to help students to 
perform better on the New York State Regents exams (Burris & Welner, 2005), and later 
to increase participation in IB courses and the IB Diploma Program (Burris & Welner, 
2015).  However, one could also argue from a critical stance that having ‘low track’ 
classes was itself both problematic and reinforcing of expectation within the school.  
Prior to the de-tracking experiment, the Regents pass-rates for the school’s graduating 




eighty-eight percent for white and Asian American graduates.  The de-tracked graduating 
class of 2003 had a pass rate of eighty-two percent for African American and Hispanic 
students and ninety seven percent for white and Asian American students (Burris & 
Wellner, 2005, p. 597).  Building on this particular success, the school gradually 
introduced IB courses as requirements for all students.  Beginning in 2011, all eleventh 
graders took the IB English Language and Literature exam.  In 2013 – 2014, they 
extended this experiment by having all students in Grade twelve write the IB Literature 
exam.  Their average pass rates increased as a result, and now they have added IB History 
of the Americas as a required course for all students (Burris & Garrity, 2015).  Other 
schools have taken similar approaches to IB courses as requirements (Halberg, 2016) in 
attempting to require certain classes, but it appears to be the exception rather than the rule.  
Interestingly, one could speculate that this stance of de-tracking removes the speculation 
within a school about which students the IB program is for, creating a situation in which 
it is assumed that all students have the skills to succeed in IB, removing the possibility 
that IB is seen as only for the elite.  And yet, a different problem emerges when it is 
assumed that all students are interested in a particular curriculum, 
Some suggest that he middle ground solution to this problem is an “open access” 
policy whereby students can opt into IB pathways within schools.  This, for example, is 
the Nova Scotia model.  Unlike the “testing in” models of Chicago and Florida (Coca et 
al., 2011; Perna et al., 2015; Saavedra, 2014), or the de-tracked approach (Burris & 
Wellner, 2015), “open-access” means that students can choose to opt in, but it is not 
necessarily the default pathway either. However, as has been outlined, this has not 




approach saying that, “It is not enough for districts to establish “open course enrollment” 
policies. While this action is certainly necessary, a number of other factors, which are 
often ignored, need to be publicly addressed so that open enrollment policies can be 
authentically implemented” (Accessed: August 10, 2017).  He suggests three dynamics of 
the programs that need to be addressed.  Firstly, he proposes that schools move away 
from every student having to do the entire IB Diploma Program and allow for more IB 
course candidates (allowing students to do single IB courses).  Secondly, in schools 
where there is grade nine and/or grade ten “pre-IB” programs, he recommends that these 
programs are not serving as “gatekeepers’ but instead support students in developing the 
skills needed to be successful in IB.  Finally, he writes, “[s]chools committed to IB need 
to pay close attention to how the program’s structure limits participation” (2014, accessed 
August 10, 2017).  It is this final statement that warrants further exploration in an “open 
access” model.  While in Nova Scotia there is no formal cap in terms of enrollment, there 
are clearly other factors that are impacting enrollment, begging the question, what is it 
that is implicit, subtle, unspoken or locally understood in the “open access” model that 
prevents students from opting in?  It seems evident that while it is, at least “on paper” an 
option for all students, not everyone feels that it is an option for them.  These reasons 
may be social, familial, cultural, or a matter of misinformation.  Likely, they are a 
combination of several factors that cannot simply be reduced to a single narrative.     
Moving Forward 
There are a number of entry points for potential further research that have 
emerged as a result of the increased attention to questions of access and equity in IB 




rates of low-income IB Diploma Program graduates (Caspary et al., 2015; Coca et al., 
2011; Gordon et al., 2015; Saavedra, 2014; Shah et. al, 2010),  “[t]here is very little 
existing research on which school-level factors associate with variance in ethnicity gaps 
in advanced academics” (Kettler & Hurst, 2017, p. 15).  Given the aforementioned lists of 
factors produced as a result of the research done on the API (Sisken et al., 2010) and Bill 
and Melinda Gates Research grants (Caspary et al., 2015), questions of context seem 
particularly relevant to think about.   
What is interesting to note in this body of research is that it is primarily focused in 
schools, not taking into account community or family impacts.  Moreover, it derives from 
the reduction of learning to quantitative measures of achievement.  Bernhardt (2014) 
warns against solely measuring the success of programs by judging the end of course 
exam results.  At the same time, it seems that perceptions of the program, before students 
even enter the building, are impacting how students are opting into programs. 
Given that, as outlined in Chapter One, the school of interest in this study is an 
open access school, students do not need to apply to enter a pre-IB program.  At their 
school, they receive the same information as the other four junior highs that feed into the 
pre-IB program at much higher rates, and therefore many of the factors for recruitment 
outlined in the literature are not relevant in this context.  Yet, the trends of 
underrepresentation follow similar patterns.  Holding constant the low turn-over rate of 
teachers at Thomas High School, their documented success in supporting students 
enrolled in the IB Diploma, and the open-access nature of the program, there is need to 
better understood why this inequity remains.  It is possible that, discursively, there is a 




there is a perception that certain communities are suited for the IB diploma and certain 
communities are not.  Inevitably, these perceptions do not live exclusively within schools, 
and instead likely extend into many of the spaces where adolescents spend time.  
Making Equitable Access a Spatial Issue 
In the conclusion of Leander et al.’s 2010 article, they ask three questions: “What 
would it mean for educational researchers to shift their historical vision of the classroom 
as a container for learning?,” “What if the classroom were unsettled as a place, or were 
considered as a dynamic place-in-the-making?,” and “How might we think of place, and 
especially places of learning, as multiplicities?” (p. 337).  These questions are 
particularly salient when juxtaposed alongside the findings in the literature about the 
experiences of students from historically marginalized groups and their pursuit of IB 
Diploma Program and AP courses.  While the research on this question points to 
significant benefits in college and university for students who complete the IB Diploma 
Program and AP courses, particularly those from low socioeconomic contexts, (Caspary 
et al., 2015), questions remain about how spaces may better support students as they 
navigate school, and their adolescent lives, during junior high/middle school and high 
school (Caspary et al., 2015; Sisken et al., 2010).  As these spaces have been regarded as 
contexts, rather than as networks, there exists much potential in reconsidering the way 
space is conceived in understanding these experiences. Given the inevitable challenges 
that come from being an adolescent, travelling across multiple spaces, navigating 
pressures from various sources, and knowing that most of the studies done on IB 
Diploma Program and AP experiences are school-centric, it seems relevant to heed the 




Based on the research reviewed in this chapter, it is clear that spatial theory can 
provide insight into a problem has traditionally been framed by relational or historic 
lenses of inquiry (Soja, 2010).   Given that there has not been a long history of studying 
the spaces and places where children and adolescents travel, and that not much is known 
about their travels or experiences in these transitions (Leander et al., 2010), aligning 
questions about equity and access to academic pathways with an inquiry inspired by 
spatial theory has potential to gain insight that is both needed and not yet explored. 
As the literature review reveals, there are many methodological choices that can 
be employed by taking on spatial theory that create opportunities to make the invisible 
visible.  Given the effectiveness of the map as a metaphor (Mackey, 2015), and the power 
that can be claimed when a person creates his/her own map, while using materials and 
modes of choice, social cartography (Paulson, 1996) seems to hold particular potential as 
a way to engage adolescents, at least initially, followed by spatial explorations guided by 
their interests.  The noted success of students from marginalized communities engaging 
in the IB Diploma Program in high school (Caspary et al., 2015; Sisken et al., 2010), and 
the continued trends of underrepresentation of adolescents from these communities in IB 
Diploma Program programs, indicates more research is obviously needed to understand 
the experiences of these adolescents, how they are interpreting their lives, and how they 
are making decisions in the short and long term about their participation in advanced 
academic programs.   
Analyzing the findings that have come from using a spatial approach to exploring 
the experiences of people across spaces reveals a fruitful methodology that allows for 




spatial approach has yet to be taken as a way to explore issues of equitable access to 
advanced academic programs, it is relevant to explore its potential.  The next chapter 
looks further at the methodology being taken up that bridges equity and access, spatial 

























In general terms, qualitative research is interested in “(1) how people interpret 
their experiences, (2) how they construct their worlds, and (3) what meaning they 
attribute to their experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p. 23).  This definition leaves research 
open and accessible to scholars with a range of theoretical and methodological interests; 
an attribute that can have both benefits and drawbacks in terms of what counts as 
knowledge and rigor.  Generally, qualitative researchers try to collect data using a variety 
of sources including: interviews, field notes, participant generated artifacts and 
documents, and often use strategies like triangulating these data sources to validate their 
findings (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Dyson & Genishi, 2005; Merriam, 2009).  Much of the 
scholarship I have drawn on that focuses on equity and access to advanced academic 
programs (IB and AP) has utilized methods from traditional qualitative or quantitative 
approaches, and the work has been relevant and generative in terms of building bodies of 
knowledge, including my own.  Part of the purpose of this study is to contribute to this 
scholarship by analyzing experiences through a spatial lens, to gain insight from a 
different perspective.  To do this, I drew on ethnographic and narrative methodologies.   
Ethnographic research, as a type of qualitative research, “strives to understand the 
interaction of individuals not just with others, but also with the culture of the society in 
which they live” (Merriam, 2009, p. 23).  Inspired by the field of anthropology, some 
historians attribute Stanford anthropologist George Spindler’s work in schools in the 




decades following, discussion has existed about what constitutes educational ethnography, 
versus what constitutes ethnographically inspired work about education, a debate that 
plays out in researchers’ methodological choices in collecting data and the subsequent 
interpretation and analysis of them (Emerson et al., 1995; LeCompte & Schensul, 1999; 
Zou & Trueba, 2002).  Ethnographic methodologies include similar techniques as other 
qualitative approaches including interviews, observations, collection of field notes, and 
the generation and analysis of artifacts (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Emerson et al., 1995; 
LeCompte & Schensul, 1999; Merriam, 2009).  What turns the collection of these data 
into an ethnography is the process of analysis and interpretation (LeCompte & Schensul, 
1999) with a focus on “human society and culture” (Merriam, 2009, p. 27), and the goal 
of providing “some kind of account of human social activity out of which cultural 
patterning can be discerned” (Wolcott, 1999, p.8).  Like most methods of qualitative data 
analysis, ethnographic research and the collection of data coincides with the analysis.     
Narrative inquirers take on a stance that privileges how participants make sense of 
their experiences through the stories they tell, the ways in which they construct meaning 
and how these stories are told over time and place (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Naraian, 
2017).  A narrative stance does not seek to generalize findings across a context; instead 
this perspective privileges an in-depth understanding of sense-making, “locating 
…explanations within [the] worlds” (Naraian, 2017, p. 14) of the participants.  This 
stance is particularly relevant to this inquiry into spatial experiences of adolescents, and 
how they experience and create cultural boundaries that are both “real and imagined” 




Subsequently the purpose of the design of this study was to better understand how 
the participants construct and experience the spaces where they spend time, and to situate 
this story as a way to better understand barriers that prevent equitable access to advanced 
high school academic programs.  Therefore, the intention was to break from traditional 
inquiries that have elicited a particular type of knowledge, largely confined to the 
“container of school” (Leander et al., 2010) and to ask questions that help to understand 
the adolescents’ spatial culture by drawing on the spaces they travel, considering 
relationships, power, time and space.   
Because of my role in this space is as both a researcher and a teacher in the 
community, and because I drew on participant generated artifacts in the form of drawings, 
photos and video, I approached this work through an art/o/graphy stance (Irwin & 
Spriggay, 2008) positioning myself as a teacher, researcher and artist with the 
participants.   A/r/tography is “concerned with creating the circumstances that produce 
knowledge and understanding through artistic and educational inquiry-laden processes” 
(Irwin & Spriggay, 2008, pp. xx—xxvi, italics in original).  This approach is “inherently 
concerned with crossing boundaries; challenging established notions about what 
education, art, and research look like; and most importantly calling for a 
deterritorialization of the researcher’s identity (Fendler, 2013, p. 788), making it relevant 
to a spatial inquiry.  The slashes in the term a/r/tographer represent the “in-between 
spaces between art, research, and education, locating research in a contiguous dynamic of 
collaborative practice” (Fendler, 2013, 789).  I argue that this approach made it clearer to 
the participants that the experiences in the study are not singularly dimensional (i.e., I is 




high and in their community, and am also an artist compiling artifacts alongside them).  
For me, it also served as a way to approach the context in an ethnographic way, observing, 
participating and generating with the participants.  At the same time, naming these roles 
also served as a reminder that in spite of the complexity of my involvement and 
engagements, I was still an outsider and needed to be cautious to not impart my own 
meaning on the space, and instead work to purposefully privilege my participants’ spatial 
understandings.       
Subsequently, this study focused on seven students in Grade nine, and their 
experiences and relationships across spaces beginning in January and ending in May, the 
time period when, in school, they made decisions about their high school programs for 
September.  This dissertation highlights the experiences of three participants.  My 
intention was to create the opportunity to not only better understand how the adolescents 
define, describe and map these spaces, time and relationships, but to privilege their 
stories, hearing how they interpret these artifacts that they create, and how they make 
connections to their experiences, and expectations for themselves in the future, in and out 
of school.  In better understanding their complex, spatial and cultural lives from their 
perspectives, insight into the questions of equity underpinning this study was gained.  
Research Questions 
The research questions that guide this work build on each other.  They are:  
1. How do seven adolescents in grade nine at Smith and Oldfieldjunior highs 
describe, define and map the spaces where they spend time?  
2. How do these adolescents describe their identities, experiences and relationships 




3. What connections can be seen in the way these adolescents talk about and 
generate artifacts about where they spend time, and their perceptions about high 
school programs, including the IB Diploma Program?      
Lessons Learned from the Pilot Study  
In advance of this proposal, a pilot study was conducted to better understand the 
experiences of adolescents prior to their transition to high school.  My initial design was 
rooted in interviews and observations and fell flat in several places.  At that time, I was 
pursuing a line of inquiry about achievement and adolescents’ perceptions of what it 
means to perform in school.  In the interviews, participants described their school and 
extra-curricular experiences.  I asked them about what they learned doing these things 
and got answers were very much about the task (i.e., getting a black belt in Tai Kwan Do, 
learning about a linear equation).  I was looking for more insight into why they engaged 
in particular ways with school and extra-curricular activities and their perceptions of the 
various communities they belong to.  At the end of the interviews, I had a conversation 
with each of my participants about how to change the questions to elicit responses that 
would get that kind of data.  They gave me suggestions about language, for example the 
word “learning” connected to tasks for them, not to social knowledge.  They also 
suggested that photos and social media could help give me insight into their lives.    
Subsequently, I decided that to find out about school and adolescents’ 
performance/perception of it, it might be more fruitful to explore beyond the school to get 
a better sense of adolescents’ lives.  It was here that I moved into adopting a more spatial 
approach to considering adolescents neighborhood/spatial experiences.  I also wanted to 




arts-based generation and story-telling strategies.  Pulling from these traditions 
(photo/video elicitation, map making, collage, narrative thinking), I arrived at my 
methodology.  The proposal that I wrote for this dissertation was inspired by these 
revisions in my thinking; the actual execution of the design morphed again based on 
circumstance and the experience of engaging in research.  The design that follows 
explains these decisions.   
Overview of Research Design 
The study was conceptualized with space and time as a primary consideration, 
while drawing on ethnographic and narrative methodological stances to inform the design.  
The study ran from January until May and each participant was invited to engage in a 
series of four interactions with me, during which they produced spatial artifacts inspired 
by the work of other arts-based researchers (Bagnoli, 2009; Leavy 2009; Luttrell, 2010; 
Fendler, 2013; Paulston & Liebman, 1996; Pink, 2007).  The specific artifacts generated 
included maps, photos, videos, timelines, and letters.  The artifacts were each used to 
generate conversations that were inspired by a life-history approach to interviewing 
(Seidman, 2006).  This period of time was significant in the lives of the participants as 
they were in the process of receiving information at school about high school programs 
and were making decisions about their upcoming transition to high school.  
As the purpose of this study was to elicit spatial stories from the participants, the 
range of experiences were intended to elicit stories in different ways based on the use of 
different mediums (mapping, photography, video, timelines, letters).   Each of these 
artifacts prompted a conversation/interview and, in turn, each artifact was layered with 




time.  In listening to their stories about the spaces they travel, the experiences they had 
and their thoughts about their future, I explicitly paid attention to the language they used 
and the ways they constructed their narratives (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  Although I 
did not follow a particular semi-structured interview protocol, I did draw on the 
underlying tenets of Seidman’s (2006) three-interview life history approach to 
interviewing as a way to conceptualize the experiences of my participants.  According to 
this protocol, each interview considers a different period of time: the past, present and 
future in a way that not only elicits a deep understanding about a participant’s experience, 
but also gives that participant the opportunity to reflect on stories they tell across the 
series of interviews.  My intention at the outset of this work was to use a life life-history 
approach informed by Seidman’s (2006) work, with the a/r/tography notion of combining 
art, research and education; this turned out to be fruitful across the four interactions I had 
with the participants.   
Research Site 
When I began this study, I had intended to confine myself to a single research site, 
Smith Junior High, a school that sends few students onto pre-IB at Thomas High School.  
This school, located in a mixed socioeconomic neighborhood in Halifax, Nova Scotia, 
serves approximately one-hundred-forty students in grades seven – nine.  It is one of five 
junior highs that feed into Thomas High School, a school that has approximately 
fourteen-hundred students where I am both a teacher and the IB coordinator.  Smith 
Junior High is also the smallest of the five feeder schools to Thomas High School and has 
a range of students from various socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds.  However, as 




were not enrolled in French Immersion programming, would go to Smith Junior High.  
However, by virtue of their language pathway, they go to Oldfield Junior High (and then 
onto Thomas High School).  Moreover, I learned from almost all of my participants, that 
it seems that a strong sense of identity and membership to the community comes not from 
their junior high experiences, but from what happens in the neighborhood elementary 
school, Saint Edwards.  Subsequently, because of a convenience sample opportunity, I 
extended my study to include a student who went to Saint Edwards with my participants 
from Smith Junior High, but then continued onto Oldfield Junior High (another diverse 
junior high that sends a low number of students into IB at Thomas High School).  I have 
included her as a focal participant in my analysis as her spatial story was significant to 
my own understanding of the community.   
In some respects, because of this insight, as well as the time I started to spend at a 
community center in the neighborhood, Alta, outlined in greater detail in Chapter 4, it 
could be argued that my site transitioned from being Smith Junior High, to being the 
neighborhood more broadly.  While my initial access and insight came from being a 
teacher able to enter Smith Junior High, my site itself broadened and de-centered the 
school, thus becoming more reflective of the community.  In retrospect, in a spatial study 
interested in neighborhoods, perhaps this should have been my starting place from the 
beginning. 
Participants 
When I began the study, my intention was to find six participants in Grade nine 
from Smith Junior High.  Because my aim was to examine the complexity of a 




important that my sample allowed me to capture experiences from this range of people 
without, at the same time, essentializing the experiences of adolescents from the school. I 
selected this number as it is in keeping with ethnographic and narrative studies, and 
specifically studies in which the researcher takes an a/r/tography stance (Fendler, 2013; 
Luttrell, 2010; Pink, 2007). I also assumed that in a Grade nine class of 50 students, in-
depth engagement with six students could provide insight into their spatial experiences as 
they were about to transition to high school.   
I began working as a volunteer at Smith Junior High in September, and spent time 
there at least once a week supporting Grade nine students and teachers in an informal 
capacity, outlined in greater detail in Chapter 4.  During these visits, I was in classrooms 
and in learning support rooms, working with teachers and students.  I also worked with a 
social studies teacher and a student support teacher on a service-learning project that ran 
as a partnership between Thomas High School and Smith Junior High.  In this project, 
students from Thomas High School’s IB Diploma Program worked as mentors to students 
in Grade nine at Smith Junior High.   
Based on relationships formed with Grade nine students over the course of 
volunteering at the school, supporting the service-learning project and along with the help 
of their teachers, I was able to identify possible participants.  My goal was to select 
students who represented different sociocultural groups, genders and came from different 
parts of the neighborhood.   
I compiled lists of suggestions from key teachers and the school administration of 
students who might be particularly relevant to my study.  I also spoke to both grade nine 




This led to interesting interactions, as there were students who were not interested in 
being part of the study, but who were very happy to tell me about where I should go to 
learn about the neighborhood.  In many ways, this started my own spatial ethnographic 
exploration to parts of the city I would not have otherwise travelled, which became an 
unanticipated source of data collection and form of participation.   
There were several adolescents who engaged in conversations with me about 
being in the study who then declined.  One student, Kevin, who is discussed in Chapter 
Four, was particularly upset that he could not participate, but his dad, in his words 
“doesn’t sign papers for school.”  Without parental consent, it would have been unethical 
to continue with his engagement, even though he really wanted to be part of the study.  I 
began the study with seven participants.  Throughout the course of the first two 
engagements, it became clear that two of the participants, both young men, became 
disinterested and did not want to continue with it.  After having conversations, 
individually, with each of them, I removed them from the study, as it felt like forcing 
them to continue would have been a misuse of my power as both a researcher and a 
teacher at the high school where they would attend the following September.   
I also added a participant, Jada, from Oldfield Junior High.  She is from the 
neighborhood but did not go to the same junior high as her elementary school peers as 
she was enrolled in French Immersion.  While I did not spend time in Oldfield Junior 
High, my time with her gave me great insight into the experiences of adolescents in the 
neighborhood who travel in a different pathway than some of their peers.  I argue that my 
study is richer as a result of this accidental addition as it illustrates the complexity of 




For purposes of analysis, I chose to focus on three of my participants for three 
reasons.  Firstly, Tia, Alex and Jada represent diverse backgrounds in terms of race, class 
and experiences, giving insight into differing experiences across similar geographic 
spaces.  Secondly, each participant enthusiastically engaged in the research process, but 
they did so in very different ways.  While they all generated artifacts and told stories that 
explored the central questions of this study, they also illustrated that there are many ways 
that spatial stories can be told.  Finally, each of these participants decided to enroll in the 
pre-IB program at Thomas High School, but for very different reasons.  Tia made her 
decision with support from her community, Alex was inspired by her motivation to get a 
good education to support her family, and Jada was motivated by what her peers were 
doing.  Chapter Five further explores these decisions and the lessons learned from the 
participants.       
The Reflective Researcher  
As I approached this research, I purposefully took on the stance as an 
a/r/tographer (Fendler, 2013; Irwin & Springgay, 2008), with the intention of “crossing 
boundaries…and deterritorialization” (Fendler, 2013, p. 788) into neighborhood spaces 
that have been historically marginalized or simply ignored in certain schooling practices.  
To be engaged in the practice of a/r/tography, is to inquire into a phenomenon through an 
ongoing process of art making and writing while acknowledging one’s role as artist [a], 
researcher [r], teacher [t]” (Irwin et al., 2004, p. 10).  I did not intend to go into my 
research in a neutral way, particularly given my history with the IB and my interest in its 
development for a range of students.  Moreover, I do not believe that is possible for a 




the process.  This only became more complicated when, by the end of the research, I had 
been named IB Coordinator beginning in September, 2018.    
Taking an a/r/tography stance allowed me to position myself alongside my 
participants, rather than as a researcher of them.  We generated artifacts (photos, videos, 
drawings) together.  They understood that I was a teacher, but also someone doing a 
research project.  This combination of roles and identities, I would argue, helped clarify 
my role to the participants as we engaged in the research project.  I was hopeful about 
this when, as we were on a walking tour of The Park (a neighborhood), Tia, one of the 
participants, stopped at her Nan’s house to pick something up and told her, “I’m helping 
a teacher at Morrison [high school] with a project she’s doing…we’re taking pictures of 
The Park” [Tia, personal communication, April, 2018].    
At the same time, I was constantly aware of the power I brought to the situation as 
a teacher at Thomas High School, a resident in a nearby neighborhood, and someone with 
a long history with the IB.  As the participants told their stories, generously, through 
maps, photos, taking me into their experiences, I became part of the space.  I was 
constantly trying to be a participant/observer, but was also aware that I was bringing my 
own spatial understanding and experiences to this work as an “insider/outsider” 
(Delgado-Gaitan, 1993 as cited in Villenas, 1996, p. 722), knowing the space and having 
my own ideas about the neighborhood and the schooling process, but at the same time, 
not knowing the experiences of my participants.  I tried to constantly be conscious of my 
own perceptions, being careful not to impose my own “conceived” (Lefebvre, 1991) 
beliefs about their experiences onto this work. I therefore drew on Winn’s  (2011) idea of 




participants who were so willing to share their experiences.  Access to the stories of other 
people’s lives is not a right, but a privilege (Seidman, 2013); the retelling of those stories 
in the following chapters on behalf of my participants carries enormous responsibility.  
Additionally, in an unexpected way, my own spatial story became far more 
significant to the unfolding of this research process.  The spaces I travelled and what I 
learned from the stories of my participants changed my own engagement in the spaces 
where I travelled.  My own field notes, reflections, photos, videos and drawings became 
important to me as I began analyzing my data.  Subsequently, it became relevant to 
unpack my own spatial story as a reflective a/r/tographer.  Chapter Four contains my 
spatial story; Chapter Five includes the spatial stories of Tia, Alex and Jada.       
Data Generation 
As referenced in the overview of the research design, data were generated using a 
range of methods, inspired by multiple methodological and theoretical lenses, specifically, 
ethnographic and narrative inquiry, art/o/graphy, and spatial theory.  The purpose of 
using a variety of data sources was to examine the complexity of adolescents’ 
experiences across spaces and over time, and to bring multiple readings to the data 
generated.  This is not however intended to suggest that it is possible to construct a 
“complete” (Naraian, 2017) understanding of the participants’ experiences; instead, using 
multiple sources was intended to illustrate expansiveness, not containment, of adolescent 
lives.  What follows is the sequence of engagements that the participants and I undertook.   
Engagement One – January/February.  The purpose of the first engagement 
was to get an initial understanding of how the participants described, defined and mapped 




spaces they traversed throughout the course of their lives.  Beginning with social 
cartography (Paulston & Liebman, 1996) methods and assumptions, “the writing and 
reading of maps address[es] question[s] of location in the social milieu” (Paulston & 
Liebman, 1996, p. 7), participants were given the opportunity to create the boundaries of 
their own lives, illustrating the territory that mattered to them.  Specifically, I asked them 
to draw a map of the spaces where they spent time and to include what they did in the 
spaces they identified (if they were comfortable sharing).  As a way to connect spatial 
theory (Lefebvre, 1991; Soja, 1996) and critical geography (Soja, 2010) to their life 
histories (Seidman, 2006), participants were asked to talk about their maps, the 
relationships they have across these spaces in the past and into the present, and to 
consider where they experience(d) emotions such as power, success, accomplishment and 
failure.  To help with this life history, participants were given the option to add 
layers/more information to their maps as the conversation unfolded.  With each 
participant, the entire engagement was recorded and later transcribed.       
Engagement Two – March-April.  The second engagement occurred anywhere 
between 3 – 6 weeks after the initial engagement.  This engagement was designed to 
better understand how the participants made sense and constructed their realities, and 
involved talking about photographs that participants took of the spaces where they spent 
time.  Participants had been given disposable cameras or opted to use their own devises 
and brought those photos (or cameras) back.  When the photos were ready, we sat and 
had a conversation about the photos, their significance and the stories behind them.  
These interviews, paired with the interviews as part of Engagement Three (explained 




mapped, or additional spaces that were of importance to them.  The stories that emerged 
in Engagement Two generally seemed to be in addition to, or an extension of the stories 
told in Engagement One and Engagement Three, suggesting that the method itself elicited 
particular memories.   
This engagement was audio recorded and transcribed.   
Engagement Three – April.  The third engagement involved the participants 
taking me somewhere important to them and giving me a tour of the space.  In this 
interaction, the participants held a recording device (a phone or tablet) and told their 
stories while I audio recorded and photographed the entire experience.  Participants chose 
which space to take me to; only one participant, Alex, asked to take the camera and bring 
it back rather than bring me to the space.  Given her story, explored in more detail in 
Chapter Five, I respected and appreciated this desire for privacy and simultaneous 
willingness to share. 
In order to appreciate the “concrete details of the participants’ present lived 
experience” (Seidman, 2006, p. 18) and their spatialized understanding of their lives, I 
asked them to tell me about the decisions they made about the location we went to and 
how they captured the video, drawing on Pink’s article “Walking With Video” (Pink, 
2007).  In it, she argues that engaging in research alongside participants by walking (and 
in her case video-recording) in the place being studied, can help to “produce empathetic 
and sensory embodied (emplaced) understandings of another’s experience” (Pink, 2007, p. 
12). “Walking with” (Pink, 2007) my participants across the spaces they mapped and 
were willing to share allowed me to better experience the space alongside them.  In 




video recorded the tour of the space she was given.  In the case of my work, the 
participants led the way, were in control of the recording, and guided me both physically 
and through their stories.     
Pink notes that, “places are created as we walk routes” (2006, p. 246).  To that 
end, on our walking tours of the participants’ spaces, I expected that the participants’ past 
experiences would meet current reality; this held true both in the stories they told, and 
also as a result of engaging in this experience with me.  A/r/tography is not meant to be a 
passive account of experience, but is a way of “constructing an eventful space of learning” 
(Fendler, 2013, p. 789).  This came to fruition while the participants led the walking tours 
of their lives and I asked them questions that connected spaces, experiences, relationships 
and time, including inquiry into relationships to and from their shared experiences in 
school.   
What was, perhaps, most interesting about these experiences in addition to the 
walking, was the conversations that occurred in the car driving to the sites.  In this 
context, the adolescents, who I had formed a relationship with, seemed at ease, taking 
very candidly about the sites we visited and their neighborhood knowledge.  They knew 
that the recorder was on, but seemed more candid in this setting than in others; it may 
have been because of established relationships, not being in a school, or not being face to 
face in a more traditional interview setting.  Regardless, it was a happy accident in the 
research process that generated rich conversation.    
The audio recordings for this event were transcribed.  Where relevant, so were the 




Engagement Four – April-May.  By the spring, the participants had made 
decisions about the courses and programs they planned to enroll in for high school.  The 
purpose of the final engagement was to generate a timeline of their life until now, and 
into the next ten years; for them to write a letter to their future self, dated for when they 
graduated from high school and outlining what they hoped to achieve over the next three 
years; and, to look across all of the artifacts: maps, video, photos and anything else 
generated in order to explore the stories that emerged as a result of juxtaposing the 
artifacts. Students first talked about their timelines and letters, and then situated them 
beside their maps, photos and videos and talked about what these artifacts said about 
them, and what they hoped to achieve going forward.  We talked about the future: the 
decisions made about high school and how they saw high school unfolding; and how, if at 
all, they saw their experiences across spaces connecting to the decisions they made about 
high school. As participants looked over their own artifacts, I kept Gallagher’s advice in 
mind: “[t]he participatory researcher becomes a facilitator whose responsibility is not to 
produce knowledge, but rather to help participants to produce knowledge about 
themselves” (2008, p. 138).  And yet, as the literature on qualitative inquiry suggests, this 
boundary between the participants and me was fluid, especially as my stance as 
a/r/tographer had been established.  
Again, this engagement was recorded and transcribed.   
Participant Generated Artifacts 
A range of participant generated artifacts were collected in a variety of forms 
consistent with the range of arts based methods employed.  According to Leavy (2009), 




what the research is after…[and] may also serve as the point of departure for dialogue” (p. 
227).   These artifacts included illustrations, timelines and drawings (Bagnoli, 2009; 
Leavy, 2009), videos (Pink, 2007) and photographs (O’Donaghue, 2006, 2007; Luttrell, 
2010).  Maps were also used as a way to enact social cartographic (Paulston & Liebman, 
1996) methods, connecting to spatial theory (Lefebvre, 1991, Soja, 1996) and critical 
geography (Soja, 2010). 
Interviews 
Interviews were conducted in both formal and informal ways; each interview was 
recorded during the four engagements with each participant.  As noted above, the essence 
of the Seidman (2006) protocol was followed in terms of the spirit of the purpose of each 
engagement, but the actual interviews were more of a discussion inspired by the artifacts 
generated by the participants.  While engaging in interviews, I tried to be mindful not to 
ask yes or no questions, and to listen for moments when I could probe for more 
information (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  Each round of interviews was 
informed by previous interview sessions; to that end, they were both recursive and 
inductive based on the data analysis process (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Dyson & Genishi, 
2005; Merriam, 2009; Seidman, 2006).  All interviews were audio-taped and transcribed.   
Field Notes and Observations 
Observations took place in Smith Junior High as I volunteered and then visited 
classrooms and participants each week.  All observations were recorded using 
ethnographic techniques (Emerson, Fretz, Shaw, 2011) and used to support participants 
accounts of their experiencesField notes and observations were recorded after each 




In taking on research from an a/r/tography perspective (Fendler, 2013; Irwin & 
Springgay, 2008), I expected to conflate my work as artist, researcher and teacher 
together in the notes that I collected by sketching, taking photos, writing and thinking, 
not only about the outcomes of my findings for my research study, but also in my role as 
a teacher and volunteer in the school. In this way, I constructed my own spatial 
understanding of where I spent time with the participants and at the suggestion of the 
grade nines; this is explored in the next chapter.  Assuming that stance, I approached this 
work with an “observer as participant” (Marshall & Rossman, 2011, p. 143) position, 
beingpart of, and as an inquirer into, the experiences of my participants across spaces, 
over time.  Subsequently, my field notes and observations also served as a space to 
navigated and negotiate how I located myself in the spaces of my study.   
Document Analysis 
There are several official documents were included in the analysis (Bogdan and 
Biklen, 2007).  These documents include school-related materials that pertained to the 
experiences of my participants (Merriam, 2009) including information on the school 
website, documents and handouts about the transition to high school and specifically 
pertaining to the IB Diploma Program, and notices that went home to students.   
Data Analysis 
Data as stories.  Because I drew on ethnographic and narrative inquiry stances 
while, seeking to understand the participants’ experiences in a spatial way, it became 
immediately important that I bring a range of lenses to the analysis of both transcripts and 
visual artifacts, including considerations of space, histories, social relations, and power.  




collection process and in analyzing the findings comes from hooks (1989), who writes: 
“spaces can be real and imagined…can tell stories and unfold histories…can be 
interrupted, appropriated, and transformed” (p. 209).  Unconsciously, and then 
consciously, I moved away from thinking about what was being generated by my 
participants as being data, towards thinking about each interaction as being about the 
stories they told.  Over time, stories were added to, extended, and layered with meaning 
and detail as a photo was taken, a video was captured, or something new happened in the 
participants’ lives.  In some ways, the spaces did, as hooks (1989) suggests, unfold 
histories; each telling and retelling of an event, prompted by a different artifact, different 
conversation or experience we had allowed each story to become richer.  Interestingly, in 
this process, as the participants were telling, and retelling their stories, there were 
moments when they “interrupted, appropriated, and transformed” (hooks 1989, p. 209) 
their own narratives, reinterpreting something they had told me before in a different way, 
changing the outcome of a story or transforming the implications of the experience.  
Collection and early analysis. When I began my analysis at the outset of the 
study, I was conscious and aware that in the research process, interpretation and analysis 
are interconnected in that “findings and ideas about findings emerge together” (Bogdan & 
Biklen, 2007, p. 159), and that it is accepted that “the much preferred way to analyze data 
in a qualitative study is to do it simultaneously with data collection” (Merriam, 2009, p. 
171).  With that in mind, the process of data analysis began early, and as I started to make 
sense of the stories I was hearing, I tried to keep in mind that the purpose of analysis “is 
to create less data, not more” (LeCompte & Schensul, 1999, p. 3).  My process involved 




were important to them, regularly repeating or extending the experiences they had with 
people in these spaces.  Often, these stories had a temporal quality, extending back and 
forward in time.  These stories were layered and became increasingly complex as photos 
were captured, when we walked with video, and as they talked about their future plans.  
In this way, my analysis tried to be both “emergent” (Merriam, 2009, p. 169) and 
responsive to the way in which their stories unfolded.   
My method was to index these recurring stories, people, and spaces that kept 
coming up, keeping track of the layers of the narrative that were unfolding in each 
interaction.  In keeping with social cartography, I began to generate my own maps of the 
ways in which these stories were told.  These indexes and maps helped me to make sense 
of the experiences of my participants.  Throughout my own documentation and analysis 
of these stories, I worked to honor the narrative tradition of privileging the participants’ 
story and construction of reality (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Naraian, 2017).  My 
indexing thus became a recording of particular stories that were told overtime.   
When I began the study, I had envisioned the artifacts as being something that 
would require their own special analysis and was ready to draw on methods used by other 
scholars who use a range of modalities in their research (Fendler, 2013; Luttrell, 2010; 
O’Donaghue 2006; 2007; Pink, 2007), drawing on some of the analytic tools they employ 
(Bagley & Cancienne, 2002; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; Leavy, 2009).  While, in many 
ways I did do this, I found that because each interview was connected to the artifacts 
generated (maps, artifacts, interviews, photos, video), the method of clustering transcript 
excerpts and what the participant generated artifact under the category of the story being 




participants had drawn, videos layered on top of those two objects, or extended the story 
into another space; the timelines and ideas about the future seemed to naturally 
emerge/progress from the stories that had already been told.  In essence, the stories and 
artifacts generated a network of relationships that was both layered and signified 
relationships over time in spaces (Soja, 1996).   
Constructing Spatial Stories.  Because I had kept track of the stories that were 
emerging throughout the data collection process, the post-collection analysis was an 
extension of the indexing that I had already done, rather than a new process.  I was aware 
of recursive narratives; as a way to help me analyze individual stories that participants 
told me over time, I found myself pulling quotations and clustering them together to 
generate the spatial stories told.  This led me to generate found-poems as one way to 
make sense of their narratives.  As noted by Leavy, in research, “[u]nlike other forms of 
expression, in poems the word, sound, and space merge, and this convergence is critical 
to the construction and articulation of social meaning” (2009, p. 64).  In my construction 
of these poems, I did not alter the words of the participants, but I did select particular 
phrases, collected over time, and juxtaposed them to try to capture the participants’ 
authentic experiences through language and form (Cahnmann, 2003).  As this process 
was useful to me in synthesizing their experiences, I have included the poems within 
Chapter Five.      
Because the visual data was so interconnected with the interviews, I connected 
images, videos and drawing from the photos to the stories that had been told.  Here, my 
stance as art/o/grapher was particularly useful as I was constructing my own spatial 




capture aspects of a story, but how details can be overlooked.  It was useful to go back to 
the recordings of the interviews when participants talked about the particular artifacts as I 
looked at them again, thinking about what I was hearing and looking at them in the 
context of the larger stories told.   
Spatial theory was central in guiding this practice.  As noted above, hooks’ idea 
that “spaces can be real and imagined…can tell stories and unfold histories…can be 
interrupted, appropriated, and transformed” was central to how I framed my analysis, 
looking for spatial stories, and thinking about how they connected to the identities of my 
participants.  Soja’s Firstspace, Secondspace and Thirdspace (1996) also became 
important in helping to provide frames for how spaces are represented, experienced and 
imagined (Soja, 1996).  Throughout the engagements, as my participants told stories, I 
would ask them about commonly understood interpretations of space (Firstspace), how 
outsiders may perceive the space (Secondspace), and how they engage with the reality 
and potential of the space (Thirdspace).  This aided my own analysis, and helped me to 
better understand their own “realandimagined” (Soja, 1996, p. 10) understandings, 
helping me to understand and see connections between their spatial lives and their future 
educational decisions. 
Interpretive Validity 
As is noted by several scholars, the purpose of qualitative research is particular 
and general insight, not generalizability (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Dyson & Genishi, 
2005; Merriam, 2009).  At the same time, the intention is to produce credible, trustworthy 
research through detailed description, thoughtful analysis of text, images and artifacts, 




warrants for doing so--when reporting findings (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Dyson & 
Genishi, 2005; Merriam, 2009).  My goal for this work was to conduct a deep exploration 
into the spatial experiences of three participants.  However, this does not mean that the 
exploration was an attempt to complete or reduce their experiences to a particular space, 
or to the stories they chose to share with me.  Instead, what is shared in the following 
chapters is an insight into their complex lives, not complete histories (Bogdan & Biklen, 
2007; Dyson & Genishi, 2005; Merriam, 2009; Milner, 2007; Seidman, 2006; Siddle 
Walker, 1999).  In this sense, the validity of the findings does not mean that I tried to 
explain the lives of my participants or to definitively answer the equity questions posed 
by this study.  Instead, my intention has been to construct spatial stories and maps of their 
explanations of experiences to better inform my understanding of their lives and 
relationships to and about school.  In composing these narratives of my participants, 
validity was pursued by looking across the various stories and artifacts shared and 
generated over time.  I read and reread transcripts, reviewed artifacts, and listened and 
watched their videos to try to privilege their perspectives and stories shared in this 
process.   This rigor is, I hope, reflected through thick rich description (Merriam, 2009) in 
the following chapters, constructed through the artifacts and narratives of the participants 
Throughout the process of data collection, I generated interpretative memos and 
my own artwork that has served several purposes including the generation of ideas, and 
the synthesis of my own experiences across spaces.  Initially, I anticipated that these 
memos would serve as a way to capture my observations of the participants, particularly 
as a way to note where I was constructing meaning, and where I was privileging the 




fitting into the category of the a/r/tography stance that I took, served to help me construct 
my own spatial story throughout the process of this research. While I knew that it would 
be important for me to navigate and name my own experiences alongside those of my 
participants in the data collection and analysis phases of the study, I had not anticipated 
that it would be central to the entire study.  Because I was mindful of my own story and 
a/r/tography process within the context of my participants’ stories, I argue that I was able 
to be reflexive in the process of data collection, and in the writing of the analysis and 
findings in ways that may not have been possible using a different approach.  
Subsequently, in the presentation of the participants’ experiences and in telling 
my own spatial story, a variety of writing genres are used including quotations, poems, 
letters, images, and my own analysis; the intention of these multiple ways of writing is to 
show that each genre allows access to a different part of the stories told.  By juxtaposing 
different genres in the analysis, I intend to show that there is not one genre that can fully 
represent a spatial story; instead, there are many genres and entry points, implying that 
these stories are both complex and incomplete.  
Limitations.  There are several limitations to this work.  This study was 
conducted with these participants over part of their year, rather than over the entire year, 
and this segment of time only tells one part of their spatial story.  In addition, I did not 
live alongside the participants each day, nor was I a teacher in the buildings where these 
students regularly spend time, bound together.  I was and remained an “insider/outsider” 
(Delgado-Gaitan, 1993 as cited in Villenas, 1996, p. 722), someone who knows a lot 




lived realities.  In some respects, this gave me the advantage of distance; in other respects, 
it meant that I was, in fact, distant and removed from the context. 
In presenting the findings, I also made a choice to highlight the stories of three of 
the participants, even though the stories of the seven participants are diverse and unique. 
My decision was based on choosing participants who completed all four engagements, 
and whose spatial stories together illustrate the complexity of understanding the spatial 
lives of adolescents, without trying to complete or generalize the nature of these 
experiences.  The participants selected, Tia, Alex and Jada all shared spatial histories, 
having started together at Saint Edward’s Elementary.  Their school stories deviate after 
grade three and will come together again at Thomas High School for grade ten in the fall 
of 2018.  They all live in the “North End” of the city and tell stories with complementary 
and yet disparate interpretations of space and relationships over time.  While there is 
richness in their particular stories, by no means are they intending to be completions of 
who they are as people. 
Subsequently this work is an interpretation of insight into the experiences of the 
adolescents being studied, not a complete account. The value of this type of approach is 
in the detailed rich stories that unfolded and, the attention that can be paid to particular 
experiences.  The stories told and artifacts generated are not intended to answer questions 
or solve the questions of equitable access driving this study; instead, they have helped to 
generate working hypotheses and broader questions that can be investigated in future 






Presentation of Results 
The results of this study are presented across two chapters.  Chapter Four is about 
my own spatial story that unfolded as a result of the conflation of my roles as an 
a/r/tographer in this process including the spaces that I experienced because of the advice 
of adolescents who were both part of and not part of the study, but who knew I was 
interested in understanding their neighborhood.  Throughout these spatial interactions, 
and because of relationships that developed over time, I came to realize that in order to 
truly explore and engage with equitable access, I had to reposition myself in the spaces of 
schooling and IB.  This chapter is about that exploration.   
Chapter Five is presented as three spatial stories, highlighting the experiences of 
Tia, Alex and Jada across spaces and over time.  Their stories are presented as narratives 
of their partial spatial lives.  Their words are used as a way to privilege their storytelling 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) and language use.  As outlined above, found poems were 
constructed that centered on themes that came up in stories across engagements for each 
of the participants.  The artifacts they generated including maps, photos and timelines 











Chapter IV  
FROM THE MAIN BODY TO THE MARGINS: A STORY OF POSITIONALITY 
As the process of my research began and developed, I found myself particularly 
drawn to the idea that, “spaces can be real and imagined…can tell stories and unfold 
histories…can be interrupted, appropriated, and transformed” (hooks, 1989, p. 209).  I 
was expecting that this would be the case as I worked with my participants, across the 
spaces of their lives, and was aware that my presence in their lives would and could 
interrupt and transform their stories of what it would be to transition to Thomas High 
School.  What I didn’t anticipate was that by virtue of conducting this research, my own 
spatial experiences would change, would unfold histories in myself, cause me to question 
the stories that I tell, and would change how I understand what it means to create the 
conditions for equitable access.   
bell hooks argues, “[t]o be in the margin is to be part of the whole but outside the 
main body” (1987. p. 1).  This spatial description of what it means to belong to, but not 
be fully part of a community struck me as I thought across my evolving beliefs about 
adolescents, academic programming, and my experiences as a researcher and new teacher 
in the Thomas High School community.  When I started this work, I may have argued 
that what is necessary is to bring adolescents from historically marginalized communities 
into the “main body” of the community, referring to, among other things, their 
participation in the IB Diploma Program at Thomas High School.  In many ways, my 
beliefs were, ironically, centered on the school and student engagement, in spite of the 




community was just very simplistic.  Over the course of the year, as a result of the 
ongoing shifting landscape of my role as researcher, teacher, and member of the 
community, my perspective, and in turn my positionality, grew to be more complicated.  
In my evolving roles, through my own spatial story, and in what I learned from my 
participants, I have come to understand hooks’ argument about spatial positioning to 
facilitate change.  For her, any “space of radical openness is a margin – a profound edge.  
Locating oneself there is difficult yet necessary.  It is not a ‘safe’ place.  One is always at 
risk.  One needs a community of resistance.” (1989, p. 206).  In the next chapter, I will 
discuss these ideas in reference to my participants.  However, in order to talk about their 
stories, I need to first acknowledge my own experience engaging in this research process.  
As hooks argues, to stay in the margins, “offers to one the possibility of radical 
perspective from which to see and create, to imagine new alternatives, new worlds” 
(1989, p. 207).  Subsequently, this is the story of how I went from being a researcher of 
the “main body,” trying to bring students in, to being a teacher-inquirer with a stance that 
is on the margins of what the main body of the IB program has been.  It is also the story 
of how I have developed an understanding of the need to validate and include the 
experiences, the stories, “realandimagined” (Soja, 1996, p. 10) of our communities on the 
margins, rather than trying to envelop them into something else.  Because this kind of 
evolution does not happen in isolation, it is also the story of how I connected with the 
people who are members of this “community of resistance” (hooks, 1989, p. 206).   
Part One: From Idea to the “Official” Data Collection Start 
Space One: The Office 




The idea for my dissertation emerged in a space, an office at Thomas High School 
in Halifax Nova Scotia, in late May 2016, as I was home visiting from New York.  I was 
sitting with my friend, colleague and now former IB coordinator, Ian; he and I were 
getting caught up, and prepared to go talk to the then principal Wade Smith about another 
research project.  Just as we were about to go in, Ian said, “he’s going to be fine with the 
project, but he’s going to ask why there aren’t more African Nova Scotian students in IB.”  
Ian’s comment was not one of malice, but of resignation to a problem evident by walking 
into an IB classroom in an otherwise diverse school.  As we sat there, thinking about this, 
I muttered, “Maybe that should be my dissertation topic.”   
In that moment, we did not know that my visit back to that office 12 months later, 
almost to the day, would fall on the date of Wade’s funeral; that this brilliant African 
Nova Scotian leader who would succumb to a short and unexpected battle with cancer 
creating loss that continues to reverberate through the community.   
We did not know that fourteen months later, I would be moving home to accept a 
job at Thomas High.   
We did not know that in May 2018, I would be sitting in that space with Ian, my 
dissertation data collected, planning the transition of the role of IB Coordinator from him 
to me, upon his retirement.   
We did not know that now, two and a half years later, that space, that office is 
where I locate myself and try to enact the implications of this research and the shared 
vision of many of us in the community.   





Choosing My Words 
 Over the summer of 2016, as I travelled across the US to work in schools, 
grounded in New York, I began to contemplate the topic of my dissertation more deeply, 
beginning research, talking with my friends and colleges in the IB community in Nova 
Scotia, and across North America.  As a researcher, the more I thought about my work, 
the more important it became for it to be about, and with the people in the space where I 
am from.  At the same time, the Province of Nova Scotia’s Action Report for Education 
(2015), which named a need to address the disparity in academic performance between 
some indigenous and African Nova Scotian students compared to others, was being 
discussed by many of my Nova Scotian counterparts.  I talked with my IB colleagues 
both in Nova Scotia and across North America about my research ideas, elicited support, 
was given articles to read, more people to call.   
 By the fall, in my classes at Teachers College, I began focusing all of my course 
work on the development of my pilot study with the intention of designing something that 
would involve me researching and interviewing participants, across spaces.  At no time 
did I center myself in the work, or think that I would be part of the design.  I was aware 
that the conversations that I would have with the participants would not be neutral, 
recognizing that I believe that there should be more students engaging in IB, and that my 
participants should feel like it is an option, even if, historically, few students from their 
neighborhoods have engaged.   
 Only in retrospect can I see how, this phase of the development of my work drew 
from the “main body” (hooks, 1989) of both academia and the IB community. Returning 




of colonizing and/or resistance positions as we do our work, arguing that the “choice is 
crucial…[and]…informs the way we speak about these issues, the language we choose.  
Language is also a place of struggle” (p. 203).  Unintentionally, the language that I was 
drawing on, as a researcher, and as an IB educator, was “insider” language.  I desired to 
study the margins, without realizing that the way that I was talking about it was from the 
main body.   
Awareness of this and my own growth happened in two parts.  Firstly, it happened 
in anticipation of my data collection: as I began to enter the spaces I wanted to engage 
with, the language I was using, the language of research, was servingas a barrier between 
me and my intentions.  Once my language changed, so did my own perceptions of the 
work I was doing.  The remainder of Part One and Two of this chapter explores this 
evolution. 
The second transition I went through, and am still working on, is the realization 
that the IB language I was using was perpetuating the narrative of the “main body” of the 
IB experience in Thomas High, the Province, and in North American more broadly.  Part 
Three of this chapter explores that in more detail.   
I hold to the idea that spatial theory is relevant because, “spaces can be real and 
imagined…can tell stories and unfold histories…can be interrupted, appropriated, and 
transformed” (hooks, 1989, p. 209).  It was through the use of an a/r/t/ography stance, 
one that positioned me as an artist, researcher and teacher that I was able to experience 
the growth that I did.  By shifting the construction of my own story across my own 
identities as an artist, researcher and teacher, I was already shifting my language and the 




that was about the “deterritorialization of the researcher’s identity” (Fendler, 2013, p. 
788), I think I was more ready to disrupt (hooks, 1989) my story than if I had taken on a 
singular stance as researcher in this study.   
The remainder of this chapter explores how the spaces I knew, and the new ones I 
found caused me to interrupt and transform my own stories of experience, expectation 
and my purpose as a teacher and researcher.   
Space Two: Smith Junior High 
 Data collection informally began, I now realize, in June 2017, when I went to visit 
Smith Junior High for the first time.  The purpose of the visit was to introduce myself to 
the Principal, based on a connection made by another colleague in the building.  The 
appointment had been booked a few weeks earlier, and unexpectedly, sadly, and 
coincidentally, this was also the day of Wade’s funeral.  In retrospect, I think about going 
to the school (and to Thomas High) that morning in two ways.  On the one hand, I wished 
that I had cancelled.  Wade had been principal at Smith Junior High and some of the 
teachers and administrators were preparing to attend the funeral later that day.  On the 
other hand, I felt a great debt to him, and the purpose of my visit--my study--being the 
search to the answer to his question.  To this day, I wish I had known him better and that 
I had the opportunity to tell him about his impact on my research, and more importantly, 
to talk with him about it. 
 To research in schools requires reciprocity.  Academically, I knew that, but it was 
only in the moment of my first interaction with the principal that I realized that the 
currency of this exchange is significant.  That language matters.  It was in this interaction, 




evolution as a result of my time in academia, and not teaching in my own classroom for 
two years.  When she asked me: “what is the benefit to my kids in letting you come in 
here and talk to them?,”  I was first taken aback and maybe even a bit offended, but I 
have now come to appreciate that this conversation, well in advance of me starting my 
study, was a significant turning point in how I learned to talk about my work and the 
language I use.  I also, upon reflection, see this as the principal holding a line in defense 
on behalf of her students and their best interests.  I was entering her office, her space, 
using the language of research, talking about an academic program that her students have 
been historically marginalized from; while I knew my intentions as a researcher and 
teacher, she did not, and, rightly took a stance to first protect her students.  It was my job 
to illustrate a shared vision in this objective.     
 At the time of this conversation, I knew that I was returning to Nova Scotia to 
teach at Thomas High School.  Desperately thinking about what I could offer to the 
school to gain access, I began to talk about connections to Thomas High School, my past 
work guiding students and teachers through service learning projects, and my work as a 
literacy consultant in the United States.  By the end of the conversation, she indicated that 
she would think about it, and asked me to write-up and email some of the ways in which I 
could contribute to the school and community, to get to know the school before trying to 
work with students.  
 At the end of the summer, she reached out to meet for coffee on a Saturday 
morning, to talk about how I could begin supporting her students and teachers in the 
school.  There had been no other correspondences, but I do believe that she probably 




differently, to see me as more of an insider.  The research became secondary to our 
conversations.  As she said, once you’re in, you can figure out how it will work, but let’s 
talk about service learning and literacy.  At the time, I would not have said that my 
positionality had changed, but now looking back, I quickly did a code switch to speak 
like a teacher in the first and second meetings I had with the principal.  That gave me the 
ability to articulate my intentions by using the language of profession rather than the 
language of academia.  From then onward, when asked by educators, I talk about my 
work as teacher inquiry into a problem, rather than as a research study.    
 At first, this shift in language seemed like a shift in identities, going from 
research-speak to teacher-speak; while both are discourses that I spend a lot of time using, 
I had not bridged them.  In some ways, it felt disingenuous, borrowing language from one 
space, using it in another.  Over time, consciously and unconsciously, I began to try to 
merge the discourses, blend the space.  hooks (1989) talks about how in changing and 
complicated power relationships, we have a choice about where we position ourselves; 
we can be on the side of colonizers, or on the side of political resistance (p. 203).  She 
emphasizes that the decision we make informs our ability to “envision new, alternative, 
oppositional aesthetic acts” (1989, p. 203) and suggests that it informs the language we 
use noting that, “language is also a place of struggle” (p. 203).  I realize now that the 
work I was trying to do early on was about finding myself in this new territory; language 
is spatial, spaces are created by the stories told.  It took several more months before I 
could articulate this; now I have come to recognize that I was crafting a new space for 
myself, a space that brings together a vision for equitable access for IB that merged 




Space Three: Merging The Academy and the Classroom as Identity Work  
 My spatial story is a bridging of who I was as a researcher and who I was as a 
teacher at Thomas High School.   Even at the outset of my initial visits to Smith Junior 
High in the fall of 2017, as I met with teachers to talk about what service learning could 
look like in grade nine, I did not think of what I was doing as research, as much as it was 
a way to contribute to the school community, to build relationships to eventually do the 
research.  Now, I understand that I cannot separate those two identities.   
 As an academic, moving from researcher to teacher-inquirer also came with a host 
of ethical questions, and, from some, questions about the validity of the work.  As Lytle 
notes, “what counts to whom” (2000, p. 691) when teachers engage in research and 
inquiry is a question that gets posed to and about teacher researchers, often from a critical 
stance, raising questions about how it is the same or different from university-based 
research.  One of the central questions that gets raised is around the positionality of the 
participant-observer, that is, the researcher who is also engaged in the action that is being 
studied (Lytle, 2000, p. 695): can he/she collect information in a way that is worthy of 
research?  Is he/she too close to the subjects?  Is it ethical for a researcher to “study down” 
(Lytle, 2000, p. 697) on students?  I was not necessarily conscious of this switch in a 
measured way, but did become aware of how more and more people were becoming 
involved in my study as time unfolded.   
 Perhaps one of the reasons that I did not necessarily see myself as a teacher-
inquirer was because I started the year as an “outsider,” someone new to the school, not 
part of the Smith Junior High community at all.  I was, in many ways, a stranger.  Or I 




the Smith Junior High community, I did not generate interest from community members 
of students because I was a researcher.  However, as a teacher from Thomas High School, 
a place that represented transition and newness the following year for the Grade nine 
students, and their families, I was a source of knowledge to a space that they had 
questions about.  Even if I was only a year ahead of them, I was an insider with stories 
about a space, and they wanted knowledge.  Questions about Thomas High would come 
up in the hallways or the edge of the classroom: Where do students eat lunch?  Are 
teachers strict?  What do I do on the first day? 
For teachers at Smith Junior High, I also represented insight into the seemingly 
unknown.  As time passed and my visits to Smith Junior High became regular and routine, 
teachers began to ask me questions about how their students perform in comparison to 
others from other junior highs, what kinds of skills the grade 10 teachers expected from 
their students, speculations on which students would be successful in which programs. 
No one cared about my research.  (At least not directly.)   
In looking back, I don’t know why I didn’t anticipate this turning into a teacher 
inquiry project, but I now think that in order for me to engage in the research, there was 
no other option, at least not while I attempted to balance the role of full-time teacher at 
the high school with researcher at the junior high.  However, I also think that in my own 
life, this is a natural fit for who I am as a researcher/teacher.  I straddle both 
words/worlds, asking questions, trying to teach reflectively, while inquiring into the 
issues that arise.  In some ways, this puts me on the margins of the main body of 
academia, and simultaneously on the margins of the main body of schooling practices.  I 




of radical perspective from which to see and create, to imagine new alternatives, new 
worlds” (p. 207).  But it is not an easy position to hold. 
Space Four: Finding My  “Community of Resistance” 
The logistics of engaging in this research meant that I needed the support of my 
administration at Thomas High School, as well as some teachers who I could rely on to 
help ensure that my own teaching moved along while I was collecting data.  All fall, I 
visited Smith Junior High at least once a week to meet with teachers, sit in classrooms, 
and become part of the community.  In order to do this, I needed permission to be away 
from Thomas High School, and the flexibility and trust to come and go as my prep period 
aligned with those of teachers at Smith Junior High who I was working with.  In late 
September, I approached my principal, Joe, to explain my research, my desire to visit 
Smith Junior High, how I would ensure that my teaching was not impacted by this project, 
and how I thought it could help our school, Thomas High School.  I spoke like a teacher, 
and as a member of the community; this was not an act or a façade, but now I see that 
even at that point my positionality had shifted and I was engaging in this work differently 
than I had originally thought.  If asked then, I would have said that because I was in the 
space, I was doing something “real” rather than “imagined,” but in reality, I think that I 
was beginning to become part of the culture of the school, seeing how this work could be 
part of something bigger than the study itself. 
What is significant is the response that my principal gave me that day.  Joe, as it 
turns out, became central to this work shifting from being research to being a teacher 
inquiry through his own leadership in taking on the ideas of this study and applying them 




the schools on my preps, on the edges of the days.  Did he want me to check in with him 
as I did that?  What protocol should I follow?  As I began to explain how I thought 
logistics could work, how I would communicate this with him, he cut me off and said, 
“do what you need to do, as long as you keep me in the conversation about what you’re 
finding out....”.  Moving away from the details of how it would work, and into ideas 
fundamentally changed my new relationship with him.  When thinking about the logistics 
of being a teacher inquirer, supportive school leadership is central.  I spent the rest of the 
school year coming and going from the building, waving at school administrators on the 
way, without any question about what I was doing.  The levels of professional trust were 
high and central to the completion of this task.   
  More importantly, though, not only was I asked to share my findings with Joe, 
he asked me to share them with others: school principals in the region, teachers in the 
building, students he met with in the hall: the language of equitable access to IB became 
part of the language we were all using to talk about the future of the program and the 
actions associated with programming also began to change.  A new IB story began to be 
discussed. 
It is also important to acknowledge that it was not only the administration at the 
school, and their permission that made it possible for this to happen; it also required 
support from other colleagues.  Four teachers, in particular, made themselves available in 
case I was five minutes late, or needed to leave a few minutes early to go and collect data, 
or visit Smith Junior High. I would argue that it is not the idea of teacher-research, but 
the practical details that can make or break the execution of the study.  If I were not able 




then the momentum would have been lost and the data collection impossible.  In the end, 
this is what made this study successful. 
Much like my school administration, these teachers, and others, were also 
interested in talking about findings and implications.  All four of the teachers I relied on 
happened to be IB teachers in the school who saw merit in the purpose of the study, and 
also wanted to know how they could respond to my findings in their practice.  In this way, 
the implications of the inquiry were not simply for me, but, even before formally 
analyzed, for them as well.  This was not without moments of tension; in many ways, 
these teachers were the “main body” of the IB program, as it exists at Thomas High 
School.  I was beginning to move towards the “margins” to understand the problems and 
the  “realandimagined” (Soja, 1996, p. 10) stories told about the program, as it exited. But 
these stories did not necessarily align with the stories that these IB teachers would tell.   
The navigation of competing stories continued to be part of my daily work and 
research.  This work could have been seen as a threat to the current teachers, an 
inconvenience to the school administrators, or as a side project that I did on my own as a 
“researcher.” However, even before I began official data collection, the language of the 
school started to shift in some spaces, creating the opportunity to hear alternative stories.  
Now I see that those people willing to hear those narratives were early members of the 
“community of resistance” (hooks, 1989, p. 206) that formed around this work.  This is 
significant not only to how the work was accomplished, but to how I analyzed the entire 






Bridging School Communities 
 One of the curriculum conversations that I was involved in at Smith Junior High 
centered on service learning, and projects that could emerge for grade nine students in 
their social studies class.  Because service learning is a central component of the IB 
Diploma program, this also served as an opportunity to bridge the junior high and high 
school space, giving grade 11 IB students the opportunity to work with grade nine 
students on a common project.  Subsequently, in December, all of the grade nine students 
at Smith Junior High came to Thomas High School to engage in a service-learning 
workshop with our grade 11 students.  During this workshop, they went on a tour of the 
building, asked questions about programs, including IB, and began to think about their 
own identities as they related to service projects.  People from the community walked in; 
in retrospect, I now know them as the staff from the Alta community program.  Joe came 
in and spoke to welcome them to the school.   
 Following this event, students from Thomas High School were paired with 
students from Smith Junior High and went to visit them in their classes multiple times 
throughout the winter and spring, to help advance the projects.  In May, the Smith Junior 
High students came back to Thomas High School again to showcase the work they had 
done, and plans they still had for their projects.  This partnership continues. 
 The impetus for this project, happening this way, emerged from my visits to 
Smith Junior High, and seemed to evolve in a way that naturally made sense for both 
schools as a way to support curriculum and transition.  In this light, students at Smith 




also an example of how research turned into practice, before the study even officially 
began.   
Part Two: Data Collection at Smith Junior High 
Formal data collection did not begin until January, although all of the 
aforementioned moments of significance happened in advance of my study and serve as 
foundation for the work that happened during the winter.  With permission from Joe, I 
was able to spend a full week at Smith Junior High, being excused from my exam 
supervision duties.  The significance of this cannot be underestimated.  In this week of 
regular attendance at the school, not only did I work with several teachers, the librarian, 
and students, I met community members, got to know students better, and did work to 
begin collecting my data.    
That week served to leverage my study into action, what would become an 
explosion of experiences between January and May when I truly began to confront my 
own spatial stories.   
As I pitched my research to students, I told them I was interested in the spaces 
where they spent time and how their lives outside of school impacted their lives in school.  
I explained that I was interested in neighborhoods, things people do outside of school, 
how it all is important and how teachers, like myself, sometimes overlook that.  After, as 
I was mulling about in the classroom, one student, Kevin, said,  “Hey Miss, if you want 
to know about The Park [his neighborhood], you need to go to Alta.”  Alta, I learned, is a 
community organization that provides tutoring, job mentorship, day camps and family 




participant in my study, but he would certainly tell me where I needed to go, and who I 
needed to talk to, in order to learn about the world where he is from.   
This was when my research became nomadic; that is, it became non-linear, 
unpredictable and inspired by the stories I heard from the people who I met.  It took me 
to spaces I did not know existed, and never anticipated travelling to, both literally and 
conceptually.   
*** 
This part of the chapter is spliced together with analysis, vignettes from my 
experiences collecting data, and stories.  Early in my observations in January, I found 
myself confronting my own assumptions and misunderstandings as I was engaging with 
students, teachers and community members.  Simultaneously, I was taking a class and 
was reintroduced to the Lytle (2000) Practitioner Inquiry Framework that asks teacher 
researchers to confront positionality in their engagements with others.  On several 
occasions, this framework served as a way to prompt my own navigation of my identities 
across spaces; this was particularly helpful in moments when, after the fact, I wished that 
I had responded differently.  In what follows, I use this framework, specifically particular 
questions, as a way to unpack these moments; the questions served as prompts for letters 
I wrote, but never gave.  These letters, and the prompting questions are also included in 
what follows.   
As I wrote this section, I initially struggled with trying to create a cohesive 
narrative of these experiences; there are some key moments that stand alone, part of the 
bigger story, but not necessarily connected to other particular moments.  There are other 




conscious about the reality of crafting incomplete narratives about my participants, I did 
not initially apply the narrative stance that stories cannot complete people (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000; Naraian, 2017) as I was writing about myself.   
I now see that each of the stories that follows is significant in my experience, but 
to suggest that I can fully analyze the impact, or complete my own story is to deny the 
ongoing work I am trying to do as a researcher and teacher.  What I can say is that that 
these stories do represent key moments of my experiences, each signifying a nudge when 
I began to move away from the “main body” (hooks, 1989), a shifting of positionality in 
my research, my work and also in my community.  In some ways, I think of it as a map of 
the layers of my experiences, over time, with others and with myself, in the spaces of my 
study.  
*** 
If someone had a map of my weekly driving in Halifax, they would see a regular 
route from Thomas High School, down Water Street, to Smith Junior High, returning up 
Angle street, back to Thomas High School, multiple times a week, from January to May.  
Every time I went down and back, I think I was behind the Number 7 Bus. 
I don’t think I’ll ever look at that bus again without thinking of this research.   
One day at Smith Junior High, a teacher said: “Hop on the Number 7 and get 
down there.”   He wanted his students to have something to do after school and the 
basketball game at one of the other rival junior highs was an option.  All kids have bus 
passes.  A way to get to and from school.  A way to get around the city. 
The Number 7 Bus is the way out of the neighborhood.  It’s also the way in.  





As I tried to gather participants, I started with a list of students, suggested by 
teachers.  I approached them.  Some were interested.  Others were not.  I sent home lots 
of consent forms.  In retrospect, the six-page consent form mandated from the university 
was a hindrance.  It screamed “researcher,” not teacher.   There were too many places to 
sign, too much to read.  It was too institutional, particularly as it asked for students to 
share their lives outside of school.   
*** 
I wonder now where all of those forms that never came back ended up.  Likely in 
the garbage.  But I bet a few of them are stuffed into the corners of backpacks only to be 
discovered in September when it came time to unearth the paper trace of the last school 
year, in anticipation of creating a new one for high school.   
One day, early in January, four boys, all of whom, incidentally, were always sent 
to the resource room for extra support during science, started telling me about The Park, 
arguing that they would be the best guides, better than anyone else, if that’s what I 
wanted to know about.  I asked them if they wanted to participate, and, initially they 
seemed keen.  “Yeah, I’ll do that.  I’ll bring the form back after lunch.”  Their interest 
got me excited.  Full of hope.   
The next time I saw them, no forms. 
The time after that.  No Forms. 
“Hey Miss,” Ryan yelled, “I want to help you with your project but I can’t sign 
your forms.”  He was across the room.  “Can we talk about it?,” I asked.  “Sure, but my 





What assumptions am I making about knowers and the nature of knowledge?  What 
counts as data for my study and how will I collect and analyze them? (Lytle, 2000) 
Dear Ryan,  
 When you yelled across the room to me, “Miss, I want to help you with your 
project, but I can’t sign that paper [the consent form],” I said, “Can we talk about 
it?”…you shrugged and said “sure.”  I explained that the paper was to protect you and 
me so that we could do the work together.  You told me that your dad doesn’t sign papers 
for school…apologized a little bit in your own way…and said he is weird.  I could tell 
you were disappointed.  Part of me wanted to include you anyway.   
 I’ve since learned more details about your life; that you lived in a car for a while, 
that you have a twin who you don’t live with, that you are on an IPP for math, that your 
dad can be volatile.  I have questions for you, as a young white man living in a housing 
project that is predominantly African Nova Scotian neighborhood.  I know that you could 
give me insight into the questions that I have, but also know that I would put you in 
danger by asking you to show me around without permission.  In your quick response, I 
was confronted with an assumption that I made that I could be trusted, a stranger, 
associated with the high school where your brother attends, and where I work.  I am an 
outsider, even though I could be an insider.  But just because I know what my intentions 
are, it doesn’t mean that you do, or your dad does, or your community does.  Perhaps 
this is also why I’m having trouble hearing back from some of your friends.  I come from 
the neighborhood where the transition between school and home is smooth.  I knew it 




school and community.  Incidentally, your inability to participate gives me an interesting 
sort of data in the pursuit of trying to make schools more equitable.   
H.  
*** 
The trouble with a study that is about lives outside of school, being conducted by 
a teacher at the high school, or by a researcher, is that some people have stories they 
don’t want told.  This is where my insider status, in the end, mattered in a perceived 
detrimental way for particular potential participants.  I was very cautious of my own 
status in their lives.  The immediate reality, that they all understood, was that I am a 
teacher at the school where these adolescents were transitioning to; I will, conceivably, 
be an adult and an authority figure in their lives for the next three years.  Decisions about 
how hard to push had to be made in order to get participants and to respect students.  I 
erred on the side of the adolescents every time, but it meant that I didn’t get those boys in 
the end.   
*** 
I asked the four boys, one more time, if they were going to bring in their forms.  I 
heard one of them mumble something about not wanting to be followed around.  I wasn’t 
sure if he was talking about my research and me or about something more generally.  I 
can’t help but think that it was me, and that that is not an insignificant fear. 
There are some lessons about how to start research that come from these 
moments.  Trust is not easily built.  Trust in the exchange of stories is particularly hard to 
build.  What is more sacred than the independence of a fifteen year old?  Not much. In 




The courage to tell a story to a stranger, holding a phone that will record every 
word, should not be underestimated.  
*** 
I do wonder if, because I was a teacher, some of the students were reluctant to 
participate in the study.  For others, that was the appeal.  Positionality and power are 
complicated, especially for students for whom teachers are central in their experiences 
with authority figures.  In the end, I succeeded in securing seven participants, five 
females and two males.  As the study unfolded, it became clear that two of them, the 
males, were no longer interested in participating.  They started avoiding me in the halls.  
They did not complete any of the tasks at home.  Individually, I pulled them aside and 
gave them permission to withdraw, assuring them that it was fine to not continue, that it 
would not impact them negatively in any way.  The sign of relief on their faces struck at 
my core; whatever my hopes and feelings, the research could not compromise the 
relationship I was building with them as a future teacher of theirs at Thomas High.  
*** 
What are my social, cultural, political and educational frameworks?  What assumptions 
am I making about knowers and the nature of knowledge? (Lytle, 2000) 
Dear Tyler,  
You were so excited to tell me that you were finally getting Internet after three 
years without it.  I was so happy to see you the next day and to learn that you finally got 
it.  When I asked you “is it that someone is working or something else that is allowing for 
this special occasion,” you looked at me and said “someone is always working, it’s just 




I wonder if anyone in the other grade nine class told you about your teacher 
talking to them about how she and her husband spent $1400 on a meal while on 
vacation? 
I wonder how that would make you feel about school. 
H. 
*** 
While the purpose of the study was to explore the spatial lives of the adolescents 
involved in the study, it was also about equitable access to IB.  Throughout the course of 
the year at Thomas High School, I became more involved in the school’s IB program, not 
only talking about how to shift towards a more equitable model, but also in assuming an 
IB class to teach second semester.   
What became clear as I listened with a more critical ear, and observed what was 
going on around me, was that the stories being told in and beyond the school about IB 
were perpetuating a particular understanding about who was and who was not included in 
this program, in spite of the open-access model.  As Lefebvre notes, although space itself, 
“has no ‘reality’ without the energy that is deployed within it” (1991), the energy, the 
stories about the IB program are the IB program and live with and beyond the walls of 
schools.   
*** 
On the board in the grade nine science classroom there were three meetings 
coming up.  One about general registration.  One about the Options and Opportunities 
careers program.  One about pre-IB.  Pre-IB was listed as optional.  The other two were 




Why?  I thought. 
I put it back to Ian, as IB coordinator, to reach out to the schools and clarify who 
this meeting was for.  It’s too much to ask of a student who is fifteen to go to a meeting, to 
self-select to attend something that says, “I’m interested in doing something different” if 
the peer culture is such that doing something different goes against the norm.   




Where do I come from?  Who are you to be doing this work? How do I position 
myself/others as generators of knowledge? (Lytle, 2000) 
Dear Jada,   
You made a comment about the “kids from Meadowbrook Junior High” being 
rich.  When I grew up in that neighborhood, something you don’t yet know, I didn’t think 
of myself that way.  But maybe it was because I wasn’t as rich as the people going on 
trips, or with summer homes too.  You don’t know that my parents still live in that 
neighborhood.  You are right to assume that many of the Meadowbrook kids come from 
privilege, and that most of them sign up to do pre-IB.  I think that intimidates you.  But I 
see you; you should do it.  Moreover, in my experience, there are many of them who 
struggle in ways that are similar to the stories you have told me about fitting in, 
belonging, expectations, and fears.  But me trying to defend my childhood seems like it’s 




my assumptions, values and beliefs that brought me to this research, but now I have to 
shed them as I listen, not defend them as you speak.   
H. 
*** 
Part Three: Other Spaces 
Alta is the community center located in The Park, and is part of a network that 
supports youth around the city.  My relationship with Alta started, I think, with my 
meeting with Tammy, a staff member of the organization.  But really, it was Kevin who 
told me that if I wanted to know anything, I needed to know about Alta. 
The Smith Junior High Principal introduced me to Tammy in January.  She left us 
to talk, in her office, while she went off into the school.  I wanted to explain my research, 
to talk about IB and to talk about the community where she works.  She has connections 
to both Thomas High  and Smith Junior High, and an interest in seeing students excel.  
While I initially (wrongly and shamefully) assumed that IB was not something she would 
know much about, she very quickly engaged me in a conversation that illustrated a deep 
understanding of the program, the skills required to be successful, and an agreement that 
more students from this neighborhood should be involved.  She talked about the Alta 
center where students come twice a week for tutoring; how it could be a place to get them 
ready for pre-IB.  Me, the fool who thought she may not know what IB was, was 
schooled in that moment in a lesson on cultural relevance.  She told me that IB was not 
welcoming for students who were already nervous about high school.  She told me that 




This was a pivotal conversation in my shifting assumptions about the issues that 
surround equitable access from a community perspective.     
When I asked about the tutoring program, how it works, who attends, what they 
teach, she said it runs on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and that they are short staffed on 
Thursdays.  I asked if I could maybe volunteer?  Incidentally, the principal was in the 
office at that moment, and asked if she could too, then left the room again.  Tammy said 
she’d mention it to the person who brings people on, that she thought it would be a good 
idea.  We agreed to continue our conversations.   
*** 
Who are you to be doing this work? How do I position myself/others as generators of 
knowledge? (Lytle, 2000) 
Dear Tammy,  
It took us an hour to get to the heart of the conversation; the connections that we 
could make – me as a teacher at Thomas High, you in your role at Alta, in the community 
where many of the participants live.  But I have to apologize.  I made assumptions at the 
beginning of the conversation that I’m embarrassed by… I assumed that you didn’t know 
what the International Baccalaureate Program is because students from The Park don’t 
tend to enroll.  At no point did I think that maybe your own children participated.  So, 
when you said that your son had received a scholarship to go to the independent school 
that offered it, I had to recalibrate my thinking.  I hope you didn’t see that on my face; 
that look was not judgment on you, it was shame in myself.   
As it turns out, you know that the adolescents from the neighborhood can do it, 




they need.  Here I thought I was coming to you with an idea and a vision.  Arrogant of me 
to think that you didn’t already have it yourself.      
H. 
*** 
As coincidence would have it, I had to return to Thomas High School the 
afternoon after meeting Tammy to meet about another Alta program that happens at the 
high school.  When I got there, Marcus, who runs Alta, among others, was part of the 
Alta team in attendance.  During this, our first meeting, he looked at me and said, “I was 
talking to Tammy, I hear you’re interested in tutoring with us.”  He asked me to email 




Finally, he got back to me, invited me to the center.  Said, “This place is special.  
We don’t’ let just anyone in here.  It’s the kids’ space, it’s not school.  But I talked to 
Tammy.  She seems to think that you’re ok.”  (An informal test to have had to pass on top 
of the paperwork to fill out.)  But, the conversation also led to other opportunities. Other 
requests: Can you come to the community leaders meeting?  Sure….slow inroads. 
*** 
The parent meeting in the community was winding up when I got there.  I thought 
I was on time. I was unsure how to begin…there…with my name on the 
program…Thomas High teacher…looking around at this table surrounded by almost a 




started.  So, I asked: ”I think there should be more students from this neighborhood in IB 
and I’m wondering why there aren’t.”   
I was reminded of how important language can be: the framing of the question, 
the assumption of the ability of the students juxtaposed next to this program that has a 
perception of being “hard” and “rigorous”: when placed in front of a room of mothers, 
this was the way to go.   
One hour later, I was still there, explaining the ins and outs.  Hearing about how 
school was hard, how Thomas High looks so big, how they don’t like to go to parent-
teacher interviews because 10 minutes isn’t enough time for a conversation. 
They want a connection, a teacher in the building who they can call on. 
They assure me that if a teacher from the school called to say their child was not 
doing what he/she was supposed to, they would take care of it. 
Care lives on both sides of the home/school divide.  It just gets articulated in 
different ways that don’t always connect.   
* 
Stella’s mom committed her daughter, a student at Oldfield Junior High who lives 
in The Park, to doing IB by the end of the conversation.    
She hugged me the next time I saw her. 
Eventually, her daughter, who attends Alta on the day when I volunteer, began to 
hug me too.   
In fact, hugs seemed to become part of the currency of disrupting the dominant 
narratives of who this IB thing was for; inviting students in, believing in them. 





 The interactions and inroads I developed at Alta resulted in me becoming a 
regular tutor at the center, once a week, working with students from Smith Junior High, 
Thomas High School and Oldfield Junior High.  We, the IB staff at Thomas High, have 
made promises to help develop curriculum for students to engage with at the center, to 
help prepare them for high school programming, including IB.  I have also made 
commitments to bring information meetings to the community, rather than expecting 
them to always come to us.   
 If not for Kevin telling me that I should go to Alta, I may have missed the 
significance of that first meeting with Tammy.  And while eventually, I may have found 
Alta, the timing was central to the unfolding of my own spatial story.  So, while he had 
no interest in participating in my study beyond telling me where to go to figure out what I 
needed to know, his contribution was as significant as any made by my formal 
participants.  
Part Four: Thomas High School 
 Exploring the stories that exist in spaces about a program, and why students who 
could access it don’t, led to moments in which I confronted my own belief in the program, 
the language I used, and the stories I had been telling about it that were not necessarily 
helping to articulate the vision I held  hooks (1989), as referenced at the beginning of this 
chapter, talks about where we position ourselves in terms of colonizing and/or resistance 
positions as we do our work, arguing that the “choice is crucial…[and]…informs the way 
we speak about these issues, the language we choose.  Language is also a place of 




 The language that I have used, as an IB insider for over a decade is the same 
language we have used in building IB in the province of Nova Scotia since the 
implementation of public school, an open-access model of IB.  Often, the school 
literature, websites, and the IB organization itself refer to the Diploma program as being 
one that is “rigorous,” “university preparatory” and “challenging.”  This language I 
realize, is the language of those students who are already part of the “main body,” 
students whose home life and school life likely already align, students who do not need to 
code switch to come to school, students for whom taking on the IB as something different 
is met with praise and reward by their families and communities.  However, for any 
adolescent, regardless of their race, ethnicity, class, gender, socioeconomic status, 
neighborhood, or street address who is marginally unsure about the level of risk they 
want to take, this language is potentially damaging.  In realizing this, I had to relearn 
what I already thought I knew: how to talk about IB.   
*** 
In the interview for the IB coordinator position, sitting across from Ian, Joe and 
Maria, I pitched the argument that we need to be asking questions about who we are 
including and who is missing.  We need to be changing the way we frame the program.  I 
drew on my research to articulate a possible vision for the school. 
It’s easy, in some ways, to talk about ideas.  What’s hard is to actually do it.  
*** 
What is your positionality on a continuum from insider to outsider?  Your location in the 





Dear Tia,  
 You have raised the most questions for me in our first few interactions.  You are 
poised, strong and unwilling to waver on your path (which you shouldn’t).  You were the 
first one to bring in your permission slip, you told your story with courage and conviction.  
You talked about personal family stories; in a moment that I never expected, I told you 
about mine. I didn’t expect to have to confront something that I struggle to talk about in 
an interview with you.  In the midst of trying to figure out who I am as a researcher, what 
that identity means, you reminded me to just be a human being.  
 When I began this work, I was talking about reports in Nova Scotia about low 
representation of African Nova Scotians in advanced academic programs.  At that time, I 
lived in New York, far away from the city where I was from.  But, I knew then that I 
wanted to come back, to have my research be in and about the place where I am from.  I 
also knew that my life as a public school teacher, and as an International Baccalaureate 
teacher and former student would factor into my pursuit.  This study morphed into being 
about the bridge between these two areas of interest.  And there you sit, in front of me, 
needing no convincing, representing these two areas of interest for me. 
 What you wouldn’t know is that when I started this work, I was a researcher.  But 
in the process of moving home, I became a teacher at the school where you are coming 
next year.  And, last week, I was appointed as the IB coordinator at the end of this year, 
when my colleague retires.  I now see you representing both the theoretical and the real.  
My study is not only informing my research, it is informing my practice.  My work with 
you is not only about capturing your story; it’s about making a promise that I will work 




talked about the “complicated relationships” (Janks, 2009, p. 696) that teacher 
researchers have with their work.  I didn’t seek out this complexity, but I seemed to have 
backed into it.  
 I certainly hope that in the mix of it all, I do right by you. 
H. 
*** 
Joe called me into his office.  There were two young men, African Nova Scotian, 
grade 10.  Ambitious, involved in the community, athletes, smart.  I didn’t know them.  
They didn’t know me.  And, they didn’t know IB.  “These guys here, they’re really 
something.  I want you to tell them about IB.”  I started into it.  They listened.  They got 
interested.  We set up another meeting.  This time, there were four of them.  Finally, 
seven of them, in the conference room with pizza and me at the board explaining it all.  
“I’m going to register all of you,” Joe said.  A week later, in his office, when the deal 
was done, Jacob came over and gave me a big hug.  The currency of support: a hug.   
*** 
Over the course of the months at the end of the school year, as I was named IB 
Coordinator, as I completed my data collection, and as I began to have new conversations 
with new colleagues, I began to feel a tension within myself, with the language I had used, 
the vision I did have, and the changes I want to make to make the IB program at Thomas 
High School more equitable.  The tension I felt, and continue to feel, is with my past self 
and the way that I am thinking now about what it means to be an equitable access IB 
school.  As someone who comes from the dominant IB discourse, who is well versed in 




fall into the habit of using exclusionary language.  What I came to realize over the course 
of the year is that I needed to move myself to the margin, in order to speak freely and 
with language that is “radically open” (hooks, 1989, p. 206) to facilitate the changes 
needed to create a truly accessible IB diploma program.   
*** 
There’s a round table on the second floor where administrators at Thomas High 
School meet.  I sat there, with the three vice principals and Joe, talking about how this 
can go differently, how it can look different in different places.  I gave them two articles.  
I talked about inquiry.  About connecting personal interests into the research that 
students do.  We talked about changing the experience, changing the story of how this 
goes.   
I am aware that what I’m engaging in is a matter of treading lightly on 
“realandimagined” (Soja, 1996, p. 10) stories that have been told, the histories of the 
program in the building, the histories that I have been responsible for.  There are 
understandings and misunderstandings that need to be transformed in this space: I am 
partially responsible for their creation, and need to be responsible for whatever 
“transformation” (hooks, 1989, p. 209) is possible. 
*** 
By the end of the year, I began to feel myself move away from my colleagues 
who I have been working with so closely on this IB project for over a decade.  Not 
literally, but linguistically.  Although, is one possible without the other?  I am reminded 
that we have a choice in the positions we take and the “choice is crucial…[and]…informs 




of struggle” (hooks, 1989, p. 203).  What I am coming to realize is that to achieve 
equitable access in a space, in this case in reference to an open-access IB program in a 
public high school, the main body does not need to envelop the margin; in fact, it can’t.  
The margin needs to take up more space; it has to decenter the main body.   
In the conversations I had as a practitioner taking on the role of IB coordinator, I 
focused on my interest in changing the program to be more reflective of the range of 
literacies and experiences our students bring to us.  At the same time, I realized that by 
doing this, I am asking the people, the teachers who have built the program, to shift, to 
evolve the way they think about the students in front of them.  Who belongs?  Why do or 
don’t they belong?  Equitable access is more than simply checking the box to say, “ok, 
I’ll do it.”  It is about entering a space that acknowledges where you came from.  I’m 
afraid that I have been part of reifying a colonizing mentality about this IB space that has 
not made it particularly welcoming.      
*** 
Dear Maria,  
Over the course of this year, getting to know you as a teacher, vice principal, 
visionary, and a leader, I have come to respect you as being one of the greatest educators 
and mentors I have had the privilege to know and work with.  In my classroom and in our 
conversations, I revere your deep love of students, unwavering commitment to supporting 
success, learning, innovative inquiry-based teaching practices, and the role of joy in the 
classroom.  I seek you out for advice about how to be a better teacher and leader.     
At the same time, I have listened and heard when you have talked with me about 




can we both be on the same page about so many things, and on a different page about 
this?  In my mind, the story of the IB program is one of opportunity, inquiry and 
international mindedness; you spoke about stratification, stress and elitism.  The gap 
between these “realandimagined” (Soja, 1996, p. 10) stories we were telling was 
something I needed to work out. 
I thought I could pull you in eventually, telling you stories of other schools, ways 
it could go.  You listened and stayed open, but stayed resolved in your position.  Although 
I probably should have found that annoying, I just respected you more for holding your 
principled stance.  As someone who I deeply admire, and as someone who carefully 
listens, you forced me to think hard about what I was arguing, to consider my stories, to 
re-think my language.  
The watershed moment for me came in your office.  We were talking about pulling 
students into the IB program for next year, students who had not opted to do pre-IB, 
students who did not think it was for them.  Excitement was in the air and you articulated 
the need for caution.  You asked questions about supports, readiness, if the program was 
designed to support them in the ways they might need.  You agreed with the vision, but 
not with the implementation, as it currently exists. 
In that moment, it all came together for me.  The main body cannot include the 
margins if it doesn’t change.  Equitable access is not about pulling historically 
underrepresented kids in; it’s about changing the program from the perspective of the 




This whole time, you were there, in the space of radical openness on the margin 
(hooks, 1989).  I needed some time to navigate my way out of the main body, to join you 
in this community of resistance (hooks, 1989).   
I think you knew I’d find my way eventually.   
With much admiration and gratitude,   
H. 
*** 
The year was one of transition, transformation and reimagining my positionality 
as both a teacher and a researcher.  To separate my own experiences from the data 
collection as part of this dissertation would be to deny part of the complexity of the entire 
experience.  My own spatial story is multidimensional; it involves my identities as a 
teacher, researcher, artist, colleague, school leader, community member and volunteer.  
My spatial story is informed by my history, weaves together all of the people mentioned 
in this work, occurs in spaces that are intimate and personal to my life.  My stories have 
been “interrupted, appropriated, and transformed” (hooks, 1989, p. 209); this has caused 
me to evaluate my own positions of power, my narratives, the spaces I occupy physically 
and linguistically with pride, and the spaces I have left upon critical examination of 
myself.  This research has accelerated this path that I think (hope) I was on; it has also 
made it public in some ways.  Interestingly, if not for this speed and openness, I do not 
know that I would have found the allies I need to facilitate change.  But in doing so, in 
the schools and neighborhoods, I have become part of a “community of resistance” 




practical implications of what it means to build an IB program that is focused on 
equitable access.   
My spatial story caused me to move myself in ways that I did not imagine, but in 
ways that make the practical applications of the findings of this dissertation possible.  As 
uncomfortable as it has been, and will continue to be, confronting the stories and the 
spaces that I have been relying on in unintentional negative ways will only help turn this 





















TIA, ALEX AND JADA: SPATIAL STORIES 
 As outlined above, I chose three of the participants as the focus of analysis for this 
research.  Tia, Alex and Jada had overlapping schooling histories, lived in the same part 
of the city and conceptualized spaces in different ways.  They were each generous with 
the stories they told, the care they put into generating artifacts, and with their time.   
 This chapter is structured to devote a section to each participant.  Each section 
begins with a found poem (Leavy, 2009) I constructed using the words of the participant 
that, I feel, illustrates a reoccurring spatial story that came up across our engagements 
together.  This is followed by a section about the participant and the inclusion of some of 
the stories they shared over time.  The chapter ends by bringing together lessons learned 
from listening to these stories.   
 In keeping with narrative inquiry, the stories of the participants privilege their 
words and how they make sense of their experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; 
Naraian, 2017) by “locating …explanations within [their] worlds” (Naraian, 2017, p. 14).  
To that end, these stories do not try to complete or generalize the spatial experiences of 
the participants, or the spaces they discuss.  Lefebvre (1991) asks, “[h]ow many maps, in 
the descriptive or geographical sense, might be needed to deal exhaustively with a given 
space, to code and decode all its meanings and contents?” (pp. 85-86).  I hope that the 
stories that follow show that adolescent lives, like all lives, cannot be reduced to maps, 





Part One: Tia 
I live in the Park. 
Even though I haven’t lived there since I was six. 
 
When I go there, 




I keep clothes there. 
 
When I was born, 
We lived in Block 3 in The Park. 
Then Toronto. 
Then with my Nan in The Park. 
Then Berg Street, behind The Park. 
Then 342 Carver Lane in The Park. 
 
When I was six, 
my sister died. 
SIDS. 
Sudden Infant Death. 
It was in their bedroom. 
I think they want to get out the house. 
 
My brother was born. 
My sister and me would say 
You’re not from The Park. 
Because he was born in The Pubs. 
 
I take the bus 
Or my parents drive 
One time, my cousin made us walk from the park, to my house to get clothes 
because we had no bus fare. 
It took 20 minutes to get there 
20 minutes to get back. 
We’re fast walkers. 
I get it from my Nan. 
 
Last year we were, 
like my friend and me, 
was having a Christmas party. 
Some of her friends, their parents, 




Thought it was dangerous 
And full of violence. 
 
I mean. 
It’s sometimes true. 
At certain times. 
But it’s calmed down over the years. 
Like. 
We grew up here 
I guess we see it differently. 
Our point of view is much better than theirs. 
 
My parents won’t move back. 
They like having the basement. 
More space, they say. 
 
But, it just feels like home in the Park. 
More than my house, really. 
 
Found poem based on personal communication with Tia, January – April, 2018. 
  
Tia.  That’s who you need to interview, I was told by what seemed like every 
adult associated with Smith Junior High.  The principal.  The vice principal.  Another 
researcher in the school.  The teachers.  “She is a leader.”  “She wants to go into IB.”  
“She is smart.”  “She is African Nova Scotian and has a good story to tell.”  “She has a 
supportive family.”  “She is interesting.”  “She’ll have an unique perspective for you.”  
Even before I started my study, of which these adults only knew a little bit about, 
everyone had something to say about Tia; something they thought I wanted to hear.  
Incidentally, she was the first student to return her consent forms.  As far as performing 
school, she met all of the stereotypical expectations. 
To be honest, I also knew that I wanted Tia in my study soon after I started to 




that other adults were seeing, but that she was also not a total rule follower; I anticipated 
that she would be a great participant, and my assumption was correct.   
Tia and I met on four different occasions between January and the end of May.  
Because I had started tutoring at Alta, in The Park, our relationship has evolved; even 
when the data collection was over, I still saw her regularly for the rest of the school year.  
During our first interaction, I asked Tia to map the spaces where she spends time and 
without hesitation, she said: “well, if I’m going to do that, I need to draw The Park.”  As 
became clear very quickly, this space was central to her understanding of the world and 
to her sense of self and community.  What was spatially significant was that this was 
where her extended family lived, but where her immediate family did not.  Her map 
detailed houses belonging to her Nan, aunt, cousins, Alta and the basketball courts where 
she and her friends hung out.   
 
Figure 1: Tia’s Map 
In that map, her world did not extend beyond The Park.  She did, however, talk 
about going to a gym near Thomas High School, where she is the youngest person there, 
and “all the football players go” [Tia, personal communication, January 2018].  When I 




approximately 5km away from The Park.  She shared photos of her front door, the 
sidewalk where she walked to the bus to get to the school or to The Park, her bedroom, 
and also photos from her gym and a basketball game she attended.  On the third 
interaction, I asked her to take me somewhere important to give me a tour; she took me to 
The Park: we started by visiting Alta, and then we walked around looking at art murals 
that decorate the brick walls.  She also pointed out where she spent time as a child, where 
she hung out at the time, and where her family and friends all live.  During our final 
interaction, she drew a timeline of her life going forward, including details about her 
elementary school days, the upcoming Grade nine graduation boat cruise, and her desire 
to move to LA to be “in better weather and with celebrities” [Tia, personal 
communication, May, 2018].  Family was central to all of her stories, regardless of the 
space she was describing.  In almost every interaction we had, Tia brought up being a 
“high honours” student as a point of pride.  Interestingly, as I observed her in the school 
space, while she sometimes performed according to how adults might perceive a “high 
honours” student (being attentive in class, listening, doing her work etc…), often she 
created her own rules about which school spaces she would engage in and which ones she 
perceived to be a “waste of time.”   
Tia had a presence, either because she was in command of the room, or because 
she was ignoring the room, focused on a task.  When she was in the latter state, she was 
often encouraging others around her to do the same, telling them to get their homework 
done, to work on a project or to simply “be quiet” so she could work.  Often, she worked 
with headphones in, in a corner.  I saw this both at school and at Alta.  In my 




sometimes she was a social leader, other times she was a “leader” in the way that adults 
look to and name students as leaders.  In that sense, in the same way adults may not have 
said that she was “model student,” they also may not have named her as a leader all the 
time, as she did not always conform to school expectations.  However, connecting to the 
work of Whitehead (2009) who found that adolescents identify leaders among their peers 
differently than adults identify adolescent leaders of the same group, I would contest this 
adult interpretation.  She held a lot of social capital and respect because she not only 
regarded authority, but was also not afraid to stand up to it if it went against her 
perception of what was right or appropriate. 
What pervaded all of Tia’s conversations was the importance of her family, 
extended family and chosen family, most of whom were somehow connected to The Park.  
It became clear that those were the people she consulted about all major decisions 
including academics.  What follows is a deeper exploration into these spaces that she 
identified and shared with me.   
Space One: I live in The Park   
After finishing her map drawing in our first session, Tia began talking: “So, first 
it’s my Nan’s house because I’m usually there like four or five times a week.  And if I’m 
at my Nan’s house, I always walk over to my aunt’s to see my cousins” [Tia, personal 
communication, January, 2018]. Tia’s drawing and discussion of the paper map came to 
life as she talked me through walking around the park, almost as if I could see it through 
her eyes, and knew the space and her family members.  Throughout the entire data 
collection process, it became clear that this was a space that holds stories, Tia’s history.  




time in The Park was close to her identity as an adolescent growing up in the city.  Less 
than three minutes into our first conversation, I asked Tia to tell me a little bit about her 
life history, why The Park was important especially as she did not live there any more:  
     When I was born we lived in Block 31 [in The Park]…and then a month after 
we moved to Toronto but my parents say it’s like a vacation cause my mom didn’t 
like how fast everything was so we moved back like after a month.  And then we 
stayed with my Nan for I think a year.  And then we moved to Berg Street.  My 
mom’s family had a house and so they rented it and we lived there for I think 
three years and then we moved to the Park.  I think it was 342 Carver Lane, or 
something like that.  And so yeah, we lived there until I was about five and we 
moved after my sister passed away.  She died of SIDS, sudden infant death.  Yeah.  
So my brother was born in that house.  So my sister and me would say you’re not 
from the Park because he was born in the Pubs.  Yeah.  And so I have two 
brothers both younger and I have one older sister and one younger sister.  So, 
yeah. [Tia, personal communication, 2018]   
 
As is outlined in the found poem at the beginning of this section, and in this passage, it 
became clear that relationships over time in this space, The Park, were central to her 
telling of family stories; moves to and from, births and deaths of her siblings, were all 
referenced in relation to the space of The Park.  This way of telling her story was 
consistent across our interactions; all stories were a layering of the connections between 
her family, The Park, and her goals.  She spoke of the Park with the familiarity of “living” 
there: 
     Like, at my cousins house, I’m there so much that I just brought a bag full of 
clothes and I just leave it there in her closet so I don’t have to go home no more.  
And now, at my Aunt’s house, I just wear her clothes…it just feels like home to 
me down in the Park, more than at my house really. [Tia, personal 
communication, January, 2018] 
 
In each subsequent interaction across the winter and spring, The Park was a regular 
part of our conversations, Tia often lamenting that her family had moved. But each time I 
asked if her parents would move back, she said something like: “No.  They like where 
																																																								




we’re at now because of the basement.  It’s more space.” [Tia, personal communication, 
May, 2018] 
From a spatial perspective, on a map of the city, The Park refers to, and is 
perceived as (Lefebvre, 1991)/read in Firstspace (Soja, 1996) as, a neighborhood in the 
North End of the city, near the school that is central to my study.  To outsiders of the 
space, it might be defined, or conceived as (Lefebvre, 1991), another “public housing 
project”; however, as I quickly learned, to those who live in or identify The Park as home, 
it is a vibrant and strong community that goes beyond buildings; the “lived space” 
(Lefebvre, 1991) is greater than the buildings.  Tia drew The Park, a space where she 
considered herself living, even though she herself “lived” five kilometers away, in 
another community subsidized housing community.  Our second interaction followed her 
experience of taking home a disposable camera and returning to talk about the photos she 
had taken.  Most of them were photos of the house where her family lives in The Pubs.  
As we went through the photos, she talked about her room, books she liked, the paths she 
took to get to the bus to get to the school, then she stopped to tell a story:  
     Like the beginning of the year of my mom's like "where you at?.” I'm like "the 
park"and she's like "come home" because I leave clothes at my cousin's house and 
my nan's house and so I'm like I'll just stay here tonight. And yeah.   Even though 
I tell people still like I haven't lived in the park since I was like 6, but I still tell 
people like this (pointing to a photo of her immediate family's house) isn't where I 
live.  I live in the.” [Tia, personal communication, January 2018].   
 
*** 
 My third interaction with Tia involved a tour of The Park.  By this time, I had 
begun tutoring at Alta, so my own experiences in the space were accumulating, giving me 
a deeper and richer sense of the community Tia described.  Our tour started with some of 




units including historical references, inspirational slogans, and images of community 
members.  We walked past rocks where teenagers sit in the evenings, transforming it into 
a playground.  I asked her why this space is so special to her and she talked about when 
she was young: “everyone would like keep tabs on…like my mom would be in the house 
yelling at me and my sister, and then she’d get a text from a friend saying “oh, they’re at 
the playground”…or we can hear her when she yells…so we know when to come home” 
[Tia, personal communication, May, 2018].  Then, quickly switching back to the present, 
she pointed to the buildings around, saying “so I’m either at my nan’s or my cousin’s or 
Alta or at my aunts,” and laughed.  
 I came to see Tia’s understanding and experience of The Park as a kind of 
Thirdspace.  From Soja’s perspective, Thirdspace is “[s]imultaneously real and imagined 
space and more (both and also…), the exploration of Thirdspace can be described and 
inscribed in journeys to “real-and-imagined” (or perhaps “realandimagined”?) places” 
(Soja, 1996, p. 10).  For Tia, The Park was and was not a housing project in the north end 
of the city: it was a home, full of relational networks, memories, knowledge, a place she 
dreamed about living in again, alongside her dream of going to university and travelling 
the world.  It was a place, real and imagined, of complexity, hope and in many ways 
home to her evolving identities and conceptions of herself.  
This does not mean that she did not understand the complex stories that exist 
about this space.  For example, she pointed out a large mural that pays homage to a 
community resident, a young local basketball player who was killed a few years before, 
“He’s one of my dad’s friends. He trained my sister in basketball” [Tia, personal 




people were stealing.  I asked her what she thinks people misunderstand about The Park 
and she gave me a story.   
     Cause like, I know, last year, my friend was having a Christmas party at the 
children’s center.  And some of her friends from Oldham Junior High, their 
parents wouldn’t let them come to the Park…they thought it was dangerous and 
full of violence and everything…I mean, it’s sometimes true, but…at certain 
times…but it’s calmed down over the years” [Tia, personal communication, May 
2018].   
 
I asked her what she says to people who say things like that about The Park: “I say, it’s 
not true.  Like, we grew up here, so I guess we see it differently than them, but our point 
of view is much better than theirs.” [Tia, personal communication, May, 2018].   
 In my interactions with Tia, particularly as we walked through The Park together, 
I found myself thinking about how it is the “Secondspace” (Soja, 1996) narrative that 
often dominants the stories that get told about communities that are perceived to be 
marginalized.  Violence, crime, poverty becomes the story ignoring the sense of 
community, love and identity that comes from being in a shared space.  Moreover, it is 
possible that there are assumptions that people aspire to leave subsidized housing 
communities; meanwhile, Tia’s “realandimagined” (Soja, 1996) future includes the 
possibility of moving back, to be part of the community again.   
Space Two: Alta   
Tia could be found at Alta almost every Tuesday and Thursday for tutoring.  She 
began going in Grade Seven when math was not going well: “I was failing in grade seven 
until I went to Alta, and I got tutoring there, and they made me understand it more.”  Her 
parents sought the service out for her and she attended regularly throughout junior high.  
Alta does outreach into the schools in the neighborhood including Saint Edward 




the people who worked in the center also lived in the community, and knew the families 
of the students.  Tia, talked about Alta providing services at Smith Junior High, said, 
“They come up here every Thursday to do in-school tutoring at lunch…so, they’re always 
here talking to our principals and stuff about what we’re doing for homework.” [Tia, 
personal communication, January 2018].  This connection to the community was 
important to her.  She added that part of this checking in was to help them at Alta: 
“[c]ause at some of the tutoring, they have binders for us if we, like don’t bring our own 
when we show up.  They’ll usually have things we can do.” [Tia, personal 
communication, January, 2018].  On multiple occasions as I observed Tia at school, she 
referenced “bringing work to Alta,” rather than doing it at school.  In her stories, it was 
clear that Alta was the first place she went for help, not to her classroom teacher.  She 
had a network of spaces (Leander et al., 2010) and people who made up her support team 
that differed from what might be perceived within the school.        
Perhaps, in part, it is because Alta was not exclusively a tutoring service.  Tia, in 
many ways, acted as a spokesperson for the organization when I asked her about it:  
     We do everything like after school programs, the last Thursday in the month 
we go to Fordham and play a bunch of gym games.  They bring snacks.  Usually 
Thursday we cook anything we really want.  Tuesdays.  It’s all games.  They 
actually just bought a PlayStation there.  Well, they didn’t buy it, someone 
donated it to us.  Because it’s like a nonprofit organization.  And so yeah.  There’s 
um, there’s lot of people there like from the community.  And one of my dad’s 
best friends, he was his best man at the wedding, he like manages I think.  But in 
Alta, we do everything.  It’s like a little family in the community.  [Tia, personal 
communication, January, 2018] 
 
 In addition to providing afterschool programming, Alta offered programming on 
school breaks, summer employment opportunities and a range of community supports for 




holiday parties and dances.  Tia jumped up in her seat, almost forgetting to talk about 
Park Day, an annual basketball tournament held at Alta, “…they give out shirts.  This 
year, on the back it was “long Live King Kor” cause Shakour just died.  Yeah, so it was 
all on the back and it was like a bat symbol.  And every year I always take my cousins 
shirts because they always play in it.” [Tia, personal communication, January, 2018]. 
 What was important to note about these two particular stories that Tia told me 
about Alta, was how, layered within them were references to her family, biological and 
chosen, “realandimagined” (Soja, 1996, p. 10), and the sense of community.  Her use of 
the word “we” in reference to both the center itself and the loss of a community member 
showed her attachment and belonging to this space.  At the same time, she was quick to 
connect her dad to the manager of the center, and her cousins to the basketball 
tournament.  All of Tia’s stories were maps of relationships.  In this kind of a setting, it 
was easy to understand why this space also became the center of the academic world of 
adolescents, particularly if they were struggling with something.  Alta was a safe, 
community space.   
Space Three: School   
As our time unfolded together, I began to learn about Tia’s schooling past.  She 
began at St. Edward’s Elementary School, as did Alex and Jada whose stories follow.  
Once her family moved, in theory, she also should have switched to an elementary school 
closer to her new home, but chose to remain at St. Edward’s and then followed her peers 
to Smith Junior High.  This connection to the community, in spite of not living in the 




During my interviews with her, from January to May, she repeatedly brought up 
her performance in school as a point of pride:  “I’m on high honours.  I have really good 
grades.” [Tia, personal communication, January 2018].  Her goal for her grade nine 
graduation: “I wanna get the principal’s or vice principal’s award.  They are for the 
highest grades.  Principal’s is the highest, Vice Principal’s is the second highest.  And 
you get a plaque” [Tia, personal communication, May 2018].  While Tia often 
“performed school” as is the expectation of a student on the high honours list, she also 
deviated from traditional practices.  In Smith Junior High, students who had academic 
adaptations spent time in the Resource Room.  In some schools, spending time in that 
space comes with a stigma; for example, at Thomas High School, some students do not 
want to be seen in the Resource Room because they do not want to be perceived as 
having learning challenges.  Tia, on the other hand, would often opt to leave class to go 
work independently in the Resource Room.  When I asked her about leaving class, she 
said “If I don’t have an interest in it…or if there’s a substitute in there, I go” [Tia, 
personal communication, May 2018].  Her leaving class was not about her being 
disruptive or wanting to not do work; instead, she used the Resource Room as a place to 
go to do work if she perceived what was going on in her scheduled class to not be useful.  
Often, she would leave social studies or health to go to resource to work on English or 
math, subjects that she found more interesting and perceived to be more important.  She 
also really liked and trusted the Resource teacher.  In one interview, she talked about 
getting advice about her latest math test from Ms. MacDonald, the only teacher she 
referred to by name in all of our conversations: “I was getting mad because I showed her 




do, cause if I don’t, I get mad I guess, cause I like to know everything before I go into it, 
but it doesn’t always work like that I guess” [Tia, personal communication, April, 2018].   
Other than these repeated conversations about her grades, and reminders that she 
was on high honours, Tia otherwise did not talk about school in our interviews, except to 
say “after school” I do this or that.  It also became clear that the school itself, and the 
teachers of her subjects, were not the people who she sought out for help if she was 
struggling. Within the school, she would go to Ms. MacDonald, and all of her other 
concerns were saved for Alta. 
An intriguing third example of an outside agency supporting her in-school 
performance came from her discussions of how she improved her gym mark.  In our first 
interaction, she told me about going to the gym, twice a week, and how she started in 
Grade 7.  Later in that conversation, she talked about how in Grade Seven, her lowest 
mark at one point was a 41 in gym class (though, again, she was quick to tell me that she 
still made high honours).  I asked her how that changed, and she said, “I started going to 
the gym and I’m like, “I like fitness.”  Like, we just had our fitness test, and I was like I 
have five more and then I was done, it was like eight minutes” [Tia, personal 
communication, January 2018].  For Tia, motivation to improve her grade, other than to 
keep her average, did not come from a desire to engage more in the classroom, it came 
from her own personal progress outside of school.   
In three instances, with Ms. MacDonald, with Alta, and with the gym, Tia’s 
natural way to seek out support for school is outside of the classroom.  Subsequently, her 
self-advocacy might have been lost in the eyes of teachers who expect students to 




Tia and her literacy network.  Because so much of Tia’s support came from the 
community, I believe that, in some ways, her academic drive was misunderstood in 
school, in spite of her grades.  This was clear to me when she talked about the photos she 
took and we reviewed during her second interaction.      
One of the photos that Tia was most keen to share was from her bedroom, which 
was not immediately obvious on my first look at what seemed to be a curtain and birds 
going towards the ceiling.  In looking at the photo, it was clear that her intention in taking 
it was to focus on the birds; the curtain is cut off and the photo is framed to show that the 
birds rise towards what appears to be the ceiling, also giving the illusion that they were 
flying away.   
 
Figure 2: Tia’s Bedroom 
Without Tia’s explanation, I would have likely given the photograph a quick look without 
understanding its significance.  Tia explained the importance of the photo from her 
bedroom: “I was really into the Divergent series…so my mom knew that and so when she 




book] has a tattoo on her collarbone. So yeah and I really like the birds.”  [Tia, personal 
communication, April, 2018].  In this explanation, her room became a literacy space and 
her relationship with her mother became tied to their shared knowledge of her love of a 
series.  She connected this photo with another photo of her bookcase that she then 
described with detail, intending to seek connections between what I was looking at:  
     This is all messy like binders and stuff but these are like my books. I have a lot 
of them and some are still in my closet.  This [a set of books] was my first ever 
thing of owning. I was in grade 6 and my mom got it from me for Christmas cause 
I started reading them at school. So I guess Grade 6 I got into stuff like that and I 
read all of them because like the movies were out. I seen the first movie and I'm 
like oh there's a book after that. So then I start reading them all.” [Tia, personal 











Figure 3: Tia’s Bookcase 
This space, her bedroom, held connections to her literacy practices across other spaces: 
school, the movies, time spent with friends.  As Tia talked to me about books, movies and 
her love of “teen fiction like out of this world kind of stuff” [Tia, personal 
communication, April, 2018], I began to realize that throughout our several engagements, 




conversations we had had about what she and her friends did and how they spent their 
time. 
This brought me back to my observations of Tia at school.  One of the activities 
that Tia would opt out of to go to the Resource Room was independent reading.  While 
she was often seen with a book in her bag, and frequently took books out of the library, 
she did not always read those books in school, instead often opting to work on writing 
and math.  In some ways, she could have been perceived as being disinterested in 
independent reading.  This is also example of how the prime space for her to engage in 
what might be deemed a “school practice” was in fact out of school.          
Tia’s complex literacy practices illustrated that the classroom was only a point in 
her reading life, and, by virtue of the way that she opted out of reading in school if at all 
possible, it was perhaps not a significant one.  Although she did say that her teacher gave 
her a book, her reading life seemed largely to be connected to her social and family 
spheres.  She watched movies and read books with her friends, shared her interests in 
characters with her mom and obviously valued reading in her own private space, her 
bedroom. Her literacy life was not bound to school, often intersecting with her life across 
the spaces.     
Transitioning to High School  
Tia, unlike the other participants, had been very vocal early in the year about 
going to into pre-IB at Thomas High School.  She talked about it publically in class, 
teachers referenced that that was her plan, and other students also referenced Tia when IB 
was brought up.  In our first interaction, I asked her about her plans for high school:  
     I wanna do pre-IB because, well, really it’s just harder math and math, it’s not 




“don’t do it.”  I’m like “why,” she said “it’s hard.  You have no social life.”  I’m 
like “ok that don’t matter.”  Then her mom, my aunt, said “Why do you want to 
do it?,” and I said, “cause I like the challenge”…I think it’ll be good for me 
because I’m really organized they say, like the grade 11s when we went in 
December, said you need to be really organized, so I think I’ll be good. [Tia, 
personal communication, January, 2018] 
 
This engagement with Tia took place in January, before high school presentations about 
programming began at Smith Junior High.  Her knowledge and decision making was 
driven not by information from the school, but by her own motivating factors, the stories 
that lived in her family, and her desire to challenge expectation.  “I’m really competitive 
so I just want to be like, if I can do this, then what else can I do.  So, like, I want to push 
my limits” [Tia, personal communication, January 2018].   
Part of this motivation, to push herself in school, came, she said from her parents.   
 
     Yeah, my parents, they didn’t really go to school, they said they went to the 
dumb people school.  They said that they were so bad that they weren’t allowed at 
like the good schools, because they were bad…They say they want us to have a 
better life than they did.  They want us to get al.l our schooling because both my 
parents didn’t go to college” [Tia, personal communication, January 2018].   
 
In conversations with teachers in the building, and staff at Alta, Tia’s parents 
were very involved and took active roles in her education.  As she continued to tell their 
story, she said that her mother finally got her high school diploma, but that her dad did 
not. 
By our second interaction in March, something had changed for Tia, she decided 
she didn’t want to do pre-IB anymore:  “I wanted to do pre-IB because my cousin was 
doing it…and then I just started looking at the course thing, and I’m like, I really don’t 
want to do this.  All that extra work, honestly.”[Tia, personal communication, March, 
2018].  I was interested in the shift in her position.  When I asked she said,  “Like, I don’t 




My cousin, she’s in Grade 11 now, and she was like “all last year, I was at the table…” 
[Tia, personal communication, March, 2018].  I asked her if her cousin was her main 
source of decision making, and she said “probably, plus I want a job so that I can have 
my own money.”  I could not get out of her if some of this was fear, or some of this was 
just a natural evolution of her thinking about what she wanted to do, versus the story she 
was telling herself (that she would do pre-IB).  She did, however, talk about how all of 
her friends took their course selection forms home and filled them out together, picking 
the same classes.   
I also asked her about her sister, who attends Thomas High School, and whether 
or not she had any input in her decision.  “Yeah, at first, she was like don’t do it, like, I 
see all these people out stressing and stuff.  Said some of them are crying.  I said “what?.”  
And then now she’s like you should do it, you’re really smart.  And then, I’m like “oh.” 
[Tia, personal communication, March, 2018].  Her sister was someone she looked up to 
and respected; they were also very close.  She continued: “My parents want me to.  My 
sister is in the middle.  Teachers want me to…cause, like last year I was set on not going 
to university and then I finally changed my mind because Ms. MacDonald told me I have 
to.” [Tia, personal communication, March, 2018].  Consistent with her approach to all 
stories she told, her academic goals were constructed and framed based on the input of 
significant people from across her life.    
By the final interaction, in May, Tia was firm that she was not going to do pre-IB, 
but listed off four or five classmates who she knew had been thinking about enrolling and 




communication, May, 2018].  She knew she was going to opt to take IB English in Grade 
11, but did not want to do pre-IB in grade ten.   
Postscript.  Following the conclusion of data collection and the end of the 
research, Marcus, from the Alta center, sent me an email.  He was a personal friend of 
Tia’s parents (he was the best man at their wedding, after all).  He said that Tia’s mom 
waned some more information about pre-IB, and would I be willing to meet with the two 
of them at Alta to further discuss it.  At this point, it was known I would be taking over as 
IB Coordinator.  Because the data collection was finished, I entered the meeting as a 
teacher, though cautious not to complicate my trust with Tia.  My job was to explain the 
program, its merits, outline the benefits and drawbacks.  Tia attended the meeting.  When 
I finished talking, Tia was asked to leave the room.  Her mother and Marcus had a 
conversation and decided that pre-IB was what was best for her.  Tia groaned when they 
told her, but did not object.  Unlike the way that she sometimes challenged authority at 
school, it was very clear that she followed and deferred to Marcus and her mother.     
In my role as Coordinator, this interaction served as an early, simple and tangible 
example of what it takes to break from the main body and to lead from the margins 
(hooks, 1989) in pursuit of equitable access to IB.  To support Tia in school, I had to 
decenter the school, go to the space where Tia and her family center educational 
decisions, and talk about the program, not as an authority figure in my own space, but as 
a visitor in theirs.  Interestingly, in that space, I noticed my language was different, I 
talked about the role of community in supporting her, the supports that exist at the school 
and Tia’s capability to connect all of these agents together to facilitate her success; 




away.  To that end, I will always be grateful to Tia as she gave me the first opportunity to 
talk about IB from the margins; sitting in the community center, I was a guest talking 
about how to bridge spaces.  It was a different conversation than I had ever had; the 
beginning of me using a new language.  Leander et al. (2010) write about the necessity to 
think about places where students learn (classrooms, communities, etc.) not as separate 
spaces, “but positioned in a nexus of relations” to each other (p. 336).  Tia showed me, 
mapped for me, what this looks like in practice and taught me how to begin these 
conversations.  
Part Two: Alex 
I was born on the night of the hurricane. 
My mom, 
Taken to the hospital by ambulance. 
 
The first apartment we had, 
I slept in the closet. 
Like Harry Potter. 
 
We don’t live like that now. 
I have a nice comfy bed. 
I have a computer. 
I have a nice TV. 
 
Lots of kids aren’t as privileged. 
As I am. 
In that right. 
 
But technically, 






Grace deserves better than that. 
 
I hate going to malls. 




Then, I check the price tag. 
 
It wasn’t like this my whole life. 
My mom used to work for the head dentist. 
For those two – three years 
We got every thing we wanted. 
Nice clothes. 
The good cable package. 
 
I want to get a job. 
I want to provide a good life 
For Grace. 
For my Mom. 
Maybe, even for my Dad. 
 
Found poem based on personal communication with Alex, February – April, 2018. 
 
Alex is someone who I began to pay attention to early in my observations at 
Smith Junior High because of her unique way of engaging with school and her peer group 
that, in many ways, seemed beyond her years.  I observed this first in how she engaged in 
classroom conversations, listening to students’ contributions and contemplating her 
responses based on their opinions, often naming the student, “Lauren, I think the way you 
are thinking about that is very insightful,” then adding to her own extension of the idea.  
Alex had a very extensive vocabulary, was poised when she spoke, but otherwise only 
spent time with her self-declared “best school friend,” Lola.  Alex held an interesting 
social capitol in her class in that she did not interact socially with her peers, even in class, 
but seemed to be held in high regard.  She had short hair and dressed in a fairly 
androgynous way; as became clear in our first interview, and is further explored below, 
this was a choice.  While on the one hand, she was always with Lola, often engaging 
deeply in conversations about movies, video games and art; on the other hand, she 
engaged in respectful conversations with members of her class in academic contexts, and 




of, some of the usual classroom banter, joking or bullying that often takes place in Junior 
High.     
Alex and Lola, travelled together throughout school, sitting together in classes, 
and doing projects.  Often, they had lunch in the school’s learning center with some of 
their classmates who were are on modified academic programs because of medical 
conditions or learning challenges.  Many times, across the year, I pulled up a chair beside 
them and while they would not stop what they were talking about, they would 
immediately bring me into the fold of the conversation.  One day, I accidentally got 
pulled into what became a 20-minute discussion about Black Panther.  Alex and Lola 
both considered being part of this study.  In the end, after a couple of weeks of thinking 
about it, Alex decided she would be interested, and Lola opted out. 
My engagements with Alex began in early February.  During our first meeting 
together, she started talking and I knew right away that she was going to be a storyteller.  
Her interviews were significantly longer than any of my other participants, and often only 
ended when we were interrupted.  She took each conversation seriously and the artifacts 
she generated were thoughtful and reflective.  During our first interaction, she drew a 
map of the spaces where she spent time, including home, school, a playground where she 
took her sister, two local stores and a Taekwondo studio.  In that discussion, it was clear 
to me that Alex’s spaces were not delineated in the way that some of the other 
participants described theirs.  Over the course of our series of engagements, I came to 
learn that she had an online community, from around the world, through a video game 
that she played that she connects with regularly; her family was both important and a 




insecurity in her life.  Throughout her conversations, what became clear was that people 
and relationships in one space motivated her in another.  For example, when she was at 
school, she was often thinking of and motivated by her sister; when she was online, she 
was often inspired to do better in school; when she was with her family, she often 
considered both her privilege and economic challenges in relation to the rest of the world, 
but not necessarily in relation to her classmates.  Her spatial stories were interconnected 
and complicated.  As I revisited the data, listening to all of her interviews again, I was 
reminded of Lefebvre’s quotation:  “[s]ocial spaces interpenetrate one another and/or 
superimpose themselves upon one another.  They are not things, which have mutually 
limiting boundaries and which collide because of their contours or as a result of inertia”  
(Lefebvre, 1991, p. 86–87).  The spaces and worlds that Alex inhabited did not physically 
touch, some were not physical at all, but they did interact with each other.  
The second engagement involved taking photos, a task she took quite seriously.  
She requested to take a disposable camera home, as opposed to using her phone saying, 
“I don’t have data.”  When she first looked through her photos during our second 
engagement, she was impressed with the quality.  I asked her about her process and she 
said: “So, each picture was a matter of what looks nice and what fits the rubric.” She 
hesitated as she said the word “rubric,” trying to come up with a way to describe what I 
had asked her to do.   
     So, like this one shows downtown Halifax.  That’s a place where I go a lot to 
get comics, and take pictures and meet up with people.  So, that’s why I took it.  
But it also looks really nice the way they’re perfectly symmetrical and the clouds 
are on the skyline like perfectly blue with fluffy clouds.” [Alex, personal 





Each discussion continued this way, with a conversation about the significance of the 
space and a commentary on the artistic composition.  In some ways, she was engaging in 
her own analysis of the artifacts with me.   
The third engagement was supposed to be “walking with video,” in which the 
participant took me to a space that was important, and gave me a tour.  Alex was 
uncharacteristically hesitant on committing to this; I asked her twice about setting up a 
time, and both times she was evasive.  I then realized that the idea of taking me into her 
spaces was making her uncomfortable.  Instead, I gave her the option to create a video of 
a space that she could then share with me, without me going.  She immediately jumped at 
that opportunity and I loaned her an iPad to complete the task.  In the moment, I should 
have realized that the spaces she had been describing were highly complicated for her and 
that bringing an adult into them, particularly an adult associated with school was not 
something that would have been comfortable for her.  She returned with clips from the 
movie before the final engagement, showing me shots she took of moving cars, her bus 
ride home, and contrasting images on a skyline.  As an aspiring filmmaker, she took on 
this project with great pride; more than had I been with her on the walk; she was able to 
show me spaces that were important to her, in a format that illustrated a vision she has for 
her future self.  This engagement is one of many that reminded me of the importance of 
flexibility and responsiveness to participants in research.   
Just before our final engagement, when we eventually talked about her timeline 
and plans for the future, Alex got the news that she had been accepted to a leadership 
summer camp offered at a university in the province.  She was ecstatic when I saw her, 




how she would choose her roommates.  It was one of the few moments over the year 
where I could sense sheer joy from her, void of worry.  During that session, she also read 
her application letter to me; she had a copy on her phone.  In it, she talked about similar 
things that permeate what follows: how significant her sister was in her life, how she 
wants to be a filmmaker, how she was someone who thinks outside the box.  What struck 
me most about hearing her talk about herself in this letter was how closely aligned her 
description of herself was with how I described her; I think that this spoke to her ability 
to be a great storyteller, and of her own self-awareness. 
The Significance of a Name   
My first engagement with Alex began with a story about her name.   
     It was about grade three.  I was switching schools from Saint Edward’s to 
Saint Paul’s.  And I changed my name (from Alexandra to Alex), and how I was 
presented because I wanted a fresh start.  I was bullied heavily.  I was picked on 
for a lot of reasons at Saint Edward’s.  And the name, Alexandra, I kind of 
associate with that.  But Alex was like a fresh start.  New name, new everything. 
[Alex, personal communication, February, 2018].   
 
To even begin to understand the complexity of Alex, I have, in retrospect, learned 
that one needs to understand that her engagement in the world was informed by her 
family and home life, her online friends and community, her aspirations to travel and see 
the world, and her navigation of who she needed to be in order to honor those sometimes 
conflicting spaces and dreams.  These entangled stories reveled that her decisions were 
not simplistic or obvious.  Many people might have thought that her gender neutral name 
and her presentation were informed by a desire to take on a particular stance in her beliefs 
about gender conformity.  And while they may have been partially informed by that, 
when talking about her name and her presentation she said: “Now with the short hair 




problems every now and then, it’s fine” [Alex, personal communication, February, 2018].  
For every story that Alex told me about her interactions at school, she also told me about 
a story of a friend from another place, someone who she talked to from another country 
online; in a way, she talked about how some aspects of her life in one space may have 
been problematic, but in another space they made perfect sense.  In this story about going 
by “Alex,” she added: “And I think I made the right choice.  Also, speaking a few 
different languages people from other countries who may not necessarily be able to 
pronounce Alexandra find it much easier to pronounce Alex” [Alex, personal 
communication, February, 2018].  In my observations, very few people in Alex’s school 
life even know about her online connections around the world.  When given the 
opportunity to tell her stories, the spatial influences came up naturally in conversations.  
Rather than keeping her spatial worlds in separate compartments in her life, she seemed 
to draw strength from one to overcome challenges in another.    
School had not always been a safe space for Alex; she recounted her early days in 
her first elementary school, “At Saint Edward’s, you're one thing or another and if you're 
not either, then you're nothing.” [Alex, personal communication, February, 2018].  Alex 
felt like “nothing” at Saint Edward’s.   
     I can speak from experience, when you don’t have a lot of money, you tend to 
shut down a bit more, and as greedy and kind of materialistic as it sounds, it's 
kind of hard to be happy when you see all your friends with these like 200 dollar 
shoes and 500 dollar coats like you're sitting there with like some Walmart jeans 
and your dad's coat from the 80s” [Alex, personal communication, February, 
2018].   
 
Alex spent Grades 3 – 6 at Saint Paul’s then progressed to Smith Junior High.  The Grade 
Seven class at Smith Junior High is comprised of students from Saint Paul’s Elementary, 




Elementary.  On the first day of school in Grade Seven, Alex confronted her bully again.  
She told the story this way:  “Hi, my name is Alex.  And then she mentions her name, and 
we both piece together that she had bullied me and I hated her.  But, we’re still friends, 
she’s a different person now” [Alex, personal communication, February, 2018].  Again, 
in my observation, Alex’s way of interacting with her peers was unique, mature and 
forgiving.   
 Alex was far more animated when she talked about her friends online, people who 
she had met on online platforms through video games that she played.  Ben, her friend 
from Australia came up a lot in conversation: “I would have never have met him if I 
hadn’t been bad at a video game and sought out help.  And he’s on the exact opposite 
side of the world.  I consider him to be my best friend” [Alex, personal communication, 
March, 2018].  As she described her week, she talked about her daily conversations in the 
morning with Ben, adding, “[w]e don’t judge each other off of looks.  We don’t judge 
each other off of income, because neither of us can really be like “haha – you wear poor 
people clothes” [Alex, personal communication, March, 2018].  What was clear from this 
comment, and her description of being “nothing” at Saint Edward’s, was that Alex was 
deeply impacted by the economic challenges her family faces, particularly in her offline 
spaces.  Simultaneously, as outlined above, she seemed to derive strength from her online 
relationships to offset her in person experiences.   
My Sister Grace, She Deserves More   
Alex lived with her mother and her sister Grace, who was seven.  Sometimes she 
talked about her Dad, but kept details about him vague.  It was very clear that Grace was 




deserved more, speaking almost like a parent rather than a sibling.  Financial insecurity 
came up in each conversation, in some capacity.  During our second interaction, she said,  
     There’s been a lot of inconsistency within my home life…and I’ve developed 
trust issues, I guess you could say…like, I’ve been told “we’re moving” maybe 
100 times in the past five years and that throws someone off because I’m like, I 
have to prepare to say goodbye to the people I know…and then never mind. [Alex, 
personal communication, April, 2018].   
 
Alex lived in an apartment within a house near the school.  She described it as an 
old house with four or five units in it, in between two houses that were owned by rich 
people.  She usually walked to school, although sometimes her Mom drove her.   
During our first interaction, as she described her map, she pointed out the local 
playground, “there’s Campbell playground which is where I take my sister a lot of the 
time, except on colder days, to kinda play since I don’t think she gets enough activity 
because we live in the heart of the city…or not the heart, kinda the outskirts of the heart 
of the city.”  The neighborhood where she lived was often referred to as “the North end”; 
a “firstspace” (Soja, 2006) reading of the space showed the neighborhood at one edge of 
the peninsula of Halifax.  In this story, when Alex talks about her “realandimagined” 
(Soja, 2006) perceptions of what it meant to live in this neighborhood, she seemed to 
perceive it as marginal and not a great place for a child to grow up.  This interpretation 
wove its way through many of Alex’s stories.   
In the way that Alex talked about her home life and their financial struggles, there 
was a tension; on one hand she was grateful for the life she lived, but on the other hand, 
she knew that her family was not the same as others.  Her longing for something more 
consistently got expressed through the hopes and desires she articulated for Grace, rarely 




     The first house that we actually had, our apartment, we couldn’t afford 
furniture…I don’t live in that now.  I have a nice comfy bed.  I have a computer.  
I have a nice TV and a lot of kids aren’t as privileged as I am in that right.  But 
we’re technically still living in poverty as much stuff as we have.  We’re still 
really struggling financially.  And I don’t want that for Grace.  She deserves better.  
[Personal communication, April, 2018].   
 
 
Figure 4: Alex’s Mother and Sister 
For at least part of the duration of the study, Alex’s mom was not working.  Alex said, 
“We’re kind of like living off the welfare cheques.”[Alex, personal communication, April 
2018].  She paused after she said this, and then with a tone of authority added, “…and as 
much as that’s frowned upon in society, some people need to do that.  Because it’s not 
like people say “why don’t you just work harder or you’re just lazy”…but like she’ll go 
to a job office four times every month and there’s just no turn-ups [Alex, personal 
communication, April, 2018].  Alex was aware of the conceived (Lefebvre, 
1991)/Secondspace (Soja, 1996) perception of what it meant to be on welfare, and 
articulated her own “realandimagined” (Soja, 1996) negotiation of the reality of the 
situation from her experience.       





     It wasn’t like this my whole life.  My mom used to work down at [the military 
base] and she was the dental assistant for the head dentist there.  And I remember, 
for those two or three years, I would get everything I wanted.  Nice clothes.  The 
good cable package.  All the materialistic things.  I remember how happy they 
were, knowing they were putting clothes on our backs and food in our mouths that 
we enjoyed.  I feel that Grace doesn’t get those luxuries.  So, I’d like to be able to 
get a job, and go like “Hey Grace, guess what I got you” and hold up a toy or 
something.  Make her happy. [Alex, personal communication, April, 2018].   
 
Home was a clearly a complicated space for Alex.  She loved her family, taking 
particular pride in showing me the photos she took of Grace and her Mom at a local park.  
She also wanted her family to be happy, rarely talking about her own happiness, 
privileging how a particular change in circumstance would impact her sister or mother; 
this was evident in the previous passage in how she talked about how happy her mom 
was to be able to provide for her.  This drive and desire for her family got expressed in 
how she talked about her future, and the expectations she had for herself.  She said, with 
a matter-of-fact tone,  
     Me being successful is not only for me.  It’s for my family.  I want to honor 
them.  I want to make them proud.  I want to make myself proud.  I want to 
provide a good life for my little sister and my mom and maybe even my dad.  I 
want to bring us up.  You know my mom has been living in poverty since she was 
like eighteen and she hasn’t a good life because of her bad life decisions when she 
was younger, and it’s affected us.  It’s why we don’t have a big house.  She is 
very smart.  VERY smart. [Alex, personal communication, April, 2018].   
 
In many ways, Alex’s family was her source of motivation; the struggles that they had 
faced drive her to want to succeed, to not make the same mistakes she perceives her 
parents to have made, but not out of malice, out of desire to have something more.  At the 
same time, Alex has aspirations that went beyond her family, desires to travel the world 
and live in different cultures.  Those dreams came from the world she discovered in her 




Discursively, Alex had a storytelling habit of being comparative in how she 
described struggle that, as highlighted, can be framed as being spatially aware through a 
perceived/conceived/lived (Lefebvre, 1991) and/or Firstspace/Secondspace/Thirdspace 
(Soja 1996) analysis.  For instance, she spoke about “living pay-cheque to pay-cheque,” 
and living on the “outside of the city,” in a “matter of fact” tone about these kind of 
Perceived/Firstspace accounts of her life.  But she was also aware of how others might 
conceive of them; she knew that receiving social assistance, for example, came with 
stigma and judgment from a Secondspace lens.  At the same time, in her navigation of her 
life, the way that she compared and pulled from other spaces and stories to tell her own 
reveals a sort of “realandimagined” understanding of her life as having both “privilege” 
and struggle, none of which is interfering with her drive, desire or feeling of 
responsibility to be successful in her life to “bring her family up.”  Regardless of her 
address, the furniture in her apartment, what people might say about her, the story that 
she told repeatedly throughout our conversations was one that leads her to success both 
because of and in spite of her family life.   
From my Bedroom, I’ve Seen the World   
I had the photos Alex took developed and brought them to her for our 
conversation.  I flipped through them before our interview, out of curiosity.  What I 
noticed was that most of the photos that she took were outdoors, beautiful shots of her 
sister, the city, herself on a swing.  What was striking was that all of the photos included 
amazing shots of the sky.  Only a few of the shots were of the indoors, one very dark one, 
a photo of a lamp and she pulled it out as being one of the most important.  It is her 




that I want.  It holds all of my Internet friends because of the computer and Playstation, 
but it also holds a lot of opportunity to me because I can meet so many new people even 
if I’m just in my bedroom” [Alex, personal communication, March, 2018].  During each 
of our interactions, Alex talked about a conversation she had online with someone, 
whether it be her friend, a dancer in England, or her Korean friend who may come to visit.  
She talked the most about Ben:   
     He sends me videos of his walk to school every day and it’s these huge 
Victorian fields with the long road and like every now and then you see a little 
koala walk by him, like I would never see that…I’ve just been given so much 
opportunity, even though I’m trapped in my own little box looking out [Alex, 
personal communication, March, 2018].   
 
This understanding of her personal space, her bedroom, as being her gateway to the world 
inverted my perspective of how Alex thought about the photos that she took.   
She continued on, sorting through the photos and then picked up three of the 
outdoor shots with the expansive skylines.   
     So, I look at these and I think that I’ve taken three photos in the same exact 
areas…I know a lot of people don’t have the luxury of going outside an even 
tinier boundary, but I think this shows just how much I’m itching to go 
somewhere else and to see the rest of the world, there’s so much out there it 
seems like a waste to not go to other places” [Alex, personal communication, 
April, 2018].   
 
 




The photos Alex took of the spaces where she spends time outside of her house were, to 
her, illustrative of the limits on her life, she described how she really didn’t go that far, 
that she stuck close to her home, perceived her space to be small, even if others had 
“even tinier [boundaries].”     
 
Figure 6: Alex’s bedroom, where she sees the world 
By contrast, she went back to talking about her bedroom and specifically the 
friends she had made online, adding: “So, that’s why I value the indoors so much because 
even though I’ve been inside for a long time, I’ve gone to Japan, I’ve gone to Australia 
and Britain, and Ireland, Scotland, Germany, like all of these places I would never be 
able to go” [Alex, personal communication, March, 2018].  For Alex, online space, 
viewed through her “own little box” was how she had, in both a “realandimagined” (Soja, 
1996) way, seen the world.  The relationships she had, overtime online were very much 
part of her daily life, her identity, and shaped how she envisioned her life in the future. 
Gill (2007) found that the proliferation of online communities was one way that 
adolescents try to overcome this limited mobility; this certainly applied to Alex.   
In looking at the beautiful photos of skies in contrast to the dark bedroom, I 




how I may have otherwise read these photos.  Alex’s dreams to expand her own world, 
beyond the space of Halifax, largely emerged from her exposure to people from around 
the world, online, but also in person. She had a fascination with Japan and Korea, and a 
deep longing to visit there.  During our first interaction, she talked about the public 
library and said, “This is where I used to meet my Korean tutor…I remember sitting up 
on the rooftop cafe with him.  He would get me a hot chocolate every day.  No matter 
how warm the day” [Alex, personal communication, February, 2018].  I asked her how 
she met him, “As sketchy as it sounds, my Mom met him through kijiji, he responded to 
an ad where I said I would help tutor English.”[Alex, personal communication, February, 
2018].  One of the photos she took was of the library, and during our second engagement 
she talked again about learning Korean and how she missed her friend,  “I have a lot of 
memories there every time I go into the café on the top floor…he’s coming back this 
August and I am really excited to see him again.” [Alex, personal communication, April, 
2018].   
In many ways, Alex’s ability to pull from aspects of her home, online, school and 
lived life is her own “realandimagined” vision for herself and her future, and how she set 
goals for herself.  This was clear when she talked about high school, in the next section.  
However, it was also as if she was trying to bridge her worlds at the same time, and 
sometimes that was successful, and sometimes it seemed to feel impossible to her:  
     Certain words make me feel as if I’m being squished down and certain phrases 
just kind of trigger this thought in me like I’m trapped now like this.  No, I’m not 
going to be able to get out of this.  You know, I want to go to Ireland and kind of 
research my family history.  My mom was like “we won’t be able to afford to do 
that.”  And that’s, like you know, it’s crushing because all of my family has come 





This was one of the few moments in our interactions where Alex expressed a negative 
emotion connecting her family, economics and herself.  In most of the stories she told, it 
was Grace or her mom whose life she wanted to be better; interestingly, it was only when 
this desire to travel, inspired by her online spatial life overlapped with her family did she 
express a lament.  I think that this was indicative of the way that Alex navigated her life; 
she kept her spaces separate, but as noted above, got motivation from one to fuel the 
other.  In a way, she created a “realandimagined”(Soja, 2006) future that leveraged 
aspects of her various spatial worlds; her imagined future drew on her real lives and was 
something positive; in that moment with her mom, that future did not leverage her worlds, 
but stifled her dreams.  I couldn’t help but think of this as an example of how it is easy to 
see “thirdspace” (Soja, 2006) as being a positive, hopeful space, forgetting that it might, 
in fact, be interpreted in different ways like, in this case, the clash between Alex’s dreams 
and her Mom’s sense of immediate financial reality being a lifelong reality for Alex too.     
Transitioning to High School   
Throughout our conversations, Alex’s career ambitions to become a film director 
come up.  She referenced it when she talked about films she had watched, discussed 
Stephen Spielberg as a role model in her leadership camp application, and talked about 
her plans to study and then direct films.  However, at the same time, she also felt strongly 
about having a back-up plan: “I want to be in the film industry, which I know can be a 
very fickle business.  So I know having a higher education, I’ll be able to fall back.  So, if 
I can’t be the director, that’s what I aim to be, then I can be like, oh, well, I can’t be a 
director, but I can be a chemist.” [Alex, personal communication, February, 2018].  




by going online: “Like, a lot of film students on YouTube especially talk about how they 
hated film school or they loved it, but it still brought them a lot of connections…but with 
university comes an education and in today’s society that is valued very heavily…”[Alex, 
personal communication, April, 2018].   
 This value and pressure she felt and talked about to go to university translated 
quickly to her discussions about trying to figure out how to pay to go to university.  
     With the university stuff in mind in high school, I need to work really hard.  I 
need scholarships.  I will not be able to afford anything.  Like, we can barely 
afford rent on a day-to-day basis.  I have no university savings.  I don’t even think 
my parents intend for me to go to university really.  But, I need to work hard.  I 
need those scholarships.  I need opportunity.  And, I need to make it for myself. 
[Alex, personal communication, April 2018].   
 
This comment came up multiple times, and she oscillated between being afraid of not 
being able to afford university and also excited at the idea that: “If I’m successful, I can 
make a whole lot of money and I can travel…”[Alex, personal communication, April, 
2018].  This real academic goal in many ways signified how she might be able to bridge 
her worlds.  Her goals for her future were, in a way, a “realandimagined” (Soja, 2006) 
vision of bringing together the spaces in her life.   
She talked multiple times about her courses, and was set on doing pre-IB from the 
first engagement.  She described taking pre-IB as a “kind of trampoline” [Alex, personal 
communication, April, 2018].  She did not feel like she needed it for what she wanted to 
do, but liked the idea of having it as a fall back.  However, in our last engagement, she 
admitted that what she was signed up for was not what she was really interested in “I’m 
doing it for marks” [Alex, personal communication, May, 2018].  Alex reminded me, in 




they make academic decisions, and that sometimes, the choices they make are 
counterintuitive to the reasoning we might place on how the decision was made.   
I asked Alex about social opportunities in high school.  She said that she hopes to 
meet people from different cultures, especially so if she travels she can meet up with 
them wherever she goes.  However, she added: “I’m not looking forward to like the 
parties and the drama.  I steer clear of that.  I don’t like parties as much as my mom wants 
me to.  She says they are good social opportunities to make friends.  It’s not necessary for 
me.  I don’t need friends” [Alex, personal communication, April, 2018].  In that moment 
and in others, I was struck by how Alex seemed to align her goals to travel the world with 
how she made decisions about her everyday interactions.  She desired to know people 
from around the world, to do well in school, and to travel.  Subsequently, she prioritized 
school, a career in film that would allow her to travel, and making friends who were from 
other places, to help leverage this future travel potential.  In other words, even in what we 
might perceive as the space she called home, she was seeking people from other spaces to 
seemingly help feed her curiosity.  
 In my view, this navigation of her spatial worlds, between her online life, her 
family life, and her decisions about school and the future oscillated between being full of 
hope, and full of fear of not being able to get out of her current situation.  In some cases, 
she was able to name the obstacles she perceived as being in the way.  She talked about 
her cousin Abigail only once, but in a way that pulled together many of the ideas that 
have run through her stories:  
     My cousin Abigail, she is a genius by every means.  She gets a 98 and that’s a 
fail.  She has 100 in everything.  She got into every university she applied to this 
year.  She wants to be a neurosurgeon.  She is the definition of a perfect student 




family to back me up.  I don’t have those amazingly perfect grades naturally.  I 
need to work for it. [Alex, personal communication, April, 2018].   
 
This story stayed with me, particularly the tone she used when she said “And I’m going 
up against the Abbies”; her cousin not only represented a complicated family dynamic, 
she also seemed to represent her peer group that has perceived “realandimagined” (Soja, 
2006) advantages that she feels she does not have in both academic and economic ability.   
In the end, perhaps it was her experience in her home space, and the vision that 
she has seen in her online space that sparks and motivates her.  “Where my determination 
comes from is that I have no room for error.  I need to succeed.  I need to get this done.  I 
need to get this done.  I don’t want to flip flop between jobs.  I don’t want to be getting 
out of high school not knowing what I’m doing with my life.” [Alex, personal 
communication, April 2018].  It was clear that she does not want to follow the path of her 
family, but she also wants to bring them with her wherever she goes, as she envisioned 
and imagined herself into another space.  
Part Three 
Jada 
My house is here. 
It’s really where I spend most of my time. 
I go home alone afterschool 
And be by myself 
I’m really a very introverted person. 
 
Our school. 
I wouldn’t say there’s cliques. 
It’s not that kind of school. 
I usually just talk to like four people in my class. 
I don’t feel the need to go out of my way to socialize in school. 
 





Behind your back. 
People like to assume things. 
 
When I was going into Grade 7 
I was told the English kids are weird and they sell drugs and all this stuff. 
And, I mean, there were some kids who did, but French Immersion kids too. 
I’m lucky.   
I go to one of the most diverse schools in Halifax. 
 
I live in the North End, so I went to Saint Edwards. 
The West End costs more than the North End. 
My elementary school was diverse. 
All these West End kids coming in to Grade 7 
Mostly white. 
They were wondering what the hell is going on.  
  
Every gender, race, religion, everything.   
I walk to school with kids who live in The Quad everyday 
And I don’t think anything of it. 
 
I’m going tell you now 
There’s not a lot of black people in French Immersion. 
We don’t talk about it a lot in school. 
 
A lot of the people I hang out with live in the West End. 
They like to do things in the West End. 
I’m fine with that. 
But. 
In Grade 7, I was really close friends with these two girls 
And, I asked them to come trick-or-treating. 
One of the girl’s mom’s didn’t want her to come 
‘cause she didn’t like where I lived. 
She didn’t like my neighborhood. 
 
I didn’t know how to feel. 
 
It was a bit insulting. 
Her mom didn’t know how community is around where I live. 
And she wasn’t talking about my street,  
She was talking about The Quad. 
When she said that, I kind of felt bad for her. 
None of my [west end] friends know their neighbors. 
 
I know so many great girls and guys from The Quad 




I know their faces. 
Some of them are in my classes. 
I know their stories.   
 
All of the people who live there are friends with each other. 
When you grow up, even on the same street as someone,  
You grow this bond. 
You care about your neighbors. 
There it’s a really big deal. 
 
My friend was talking about this on Instagram 
There’s a big correlation between race  
and when people say it’s a bad neighborhood 
Because The Quad is predominately black  
A lot of people say it’s sketchy. 
 
I’ll never be able to totally understand that. 
I’ll never have to live that 
But living close to the community 
It gives me a leg-up.   
 
People coming form the West End 
All they see are white faces everyday 
It’s hard for them to grasp 
They’re just unaware they are relating race to a sketchy neighborhood. 
 
I feel like if you’re the minority 
You see it differently 
Because all you see around you are white faces 
I’m not sure though 
How to say that 
Because I’m not a person of colour.  
I don’t face those issues everyday.  
 
Found poem based on personal communication with Jada, February– May, 2018. 
 As my study began, I realized that it might be interesting to see if I could work 
with some adolescents at other junior highs that feed into Thomas High School.  I was 
able to work with three students from two other junior highs; after Smith Junior High, 
Oldfield Junior High sends relatively few students, as does Saint Mary’s Junior High.  




process, I collected information from them.  However, early into my engagements with 
them, I realized that their stories were providing a broader context for understanding the 
stories of my students from Smith Junior High.  And Jada’s was more closely connected 
than I had anticipated.   
 To understand the relevance of Jada’s experience, it is important to explain how 
elementary education works in the North End of Halifax.  There are four elementary 
schools that students attend, and children are zoned based on their address; Saint 
Edward’s is one, near The Park.  Most students from The Park go there, as do students in 
the neighborhood nearby.   Because Saint Edward’s is the only French Immersion school, 
children who would otherwise go to one of the other three elementary schools can attend 
Saint Edward’s and go into the French stream. This came up as Tia, Alex and Jada talked 
about their schooling experiences.  All three of them began schooling at Saint Edwards; 
Tia in the English stream, Jada and Alex in the French Immersion stream.  Alex left Saint 
Edward’s because she was being bullied and went to Saint Paul’s for the rest of 
elementary school.  Students in English programming at Saint Edwards and all students 
from Saint Paul’s proceed to Smith Junior High.  The students who attend Saint Edwards 
French Immersion programming continue to Oldfield Junior High to continue 
programming in French.  Alex and Tia’s paths brought them back together at Smith 
Junior High.  All three young women are now grade ten students at Thomas High School. 
 Initially, I did not think that the connection to Saint Edward’s Elementary School 
was significant until several of my participants at Smith Junior High brought up their 
stories from there.  For Jada, it became clear to me that her time at Saint Edward’s 




city, and how school worked with and against the experiences.  Jada talked about how it 
was only when she transitioned, with the other French Immersion students, to Oldfield 
Junior High, that she realized that her experience was different from other students.  
Spatially, this understanding, from the perspective of an adolescent in Grade nine helped 
me to better understand how my other participants were constructing their narratives and 
so her inclusion, her spatial story, became increasingly important to my analysis.   
 Jada came from a middle-class family, and lived in the North End of Halifax.  She 
was an only child and a self-described introvert.  She liked to read and play soccer, but 
described her world as being her school and her home.  Her favorite Friday night activity 
was watching a movie with her dad.  Jada was well travelled for her age, having been to 
other countries, and across Canada with her family.   
 I met with Jada four times between February and May.  During our first 
interaction, I asked her to map the spaces where she spent time.  She drew a map that 
included her house, her best friend’s house, her school, the public library, a soccer pitch 
and two fast food restaurants where she and her friends went for lunch during the week.  
During our second interaction, she shared several photos with me off of her iPhone and 
talked about the significance of the spaces where she spent time.  These photos included 
time at school, friends, and time with family.  Our third interaction was a walking tour of 
significant spaces in her life.  Her first stop was to Saint Edward’s Elementary School, 
and vicinity.  She asked me to come with her along the route she took to elementary 
school, to stop at the community center where she went after school, and then took me on 
a detailed tour of the playground, and recounted several stories of the significance of her 




locations including her junior high, her house, her friend’s house, the mall, and the fast 
food restaurants where she spends time.  Our final engagement included her generating a 
timeline about her future, and her talking about her past, present and future ambitions.    
 What became clear in our conversations is how significant it had been for Jada to 
be exposed to a range of diversity in her schooling experiences.  Not only was she aware 
of the fact that not everyone has had the same experiences as her, she seemed to deeply 
value them.  On all four occasions she brought up being in French Immersion and what 
that means as a student in her school; she noted the French Immersion classes did not 
mirror the diversity of the school population.  It was something that clearly she thought a 
lot about and seemed to value having someone to talk with about it.  For all of the 
participants, the conversations that I had seemed to be a unique space for them to tell 
their stories; however, for Jada, it seemed as though our meetings became a kind of 
Thirdspace (Soja, 1996) where she could talk about her “realandimagined” (Soja, 1996) 
navigations of spaces where she spent time.     
North End/West End: Navigating Neighborhoods   
Jada’s spatial story, like all spatial stories, was layered and complex.  
Interestingly, in many ways she had a spatial awareness that she brought to the focus of 
the stories she told which may be because of her experiences in diverse spaces.  Jada 
lived in the “North End.”  Her elementary school was located in the North End, and her 
Junior High was on an invisible border between the North and West end, a border that 
seemed to be constructed in the ways people talked about the location of the school.  In 
our first interview, she described what that meant to her: “I live in the North End so I 




personal communication, February, 2018].  This perception of who lived where across 
the city permeated all of my interviews with both adolescents and adults.  These 
perceived/conceived (Lefebvre, 1991), Firstspace/Secondspace (Soja, 1996) 
understandings of the different neighborhoods in the city, were spoken of as truths; the 
navigation of these beliefs, and the “realandimagined” (Soja, 1996) implications of class 
divisions across the city were a reoccurring conversation topic for Jada.   
In our first engagement, Jada talked about elementary school, and then contrasted 
it to her experiences in Junior High, being a French Immersion student in both schools.  
For here, there wasn’t a divide at St. Edwards, 
     [B]ecause it was all in the same community even though the English kids all 
went to Smith Junior High instead of Oldfield.  It was a very close-knit school and 
everyone knew each other.  Oldfield is different.  It’s not necessarily that we don’t 
like each other.  We just don’t really go out of our way to communicate with each 
other.  At St. Edwards, we were growing up together…”[Jada, personal 
communication, February, 2018].   
 
This sense of community that Jada spoke of in her elementary school was something that 
came up often, throughout our engagements; and, there is a tone of nostalgia in each 
account.     
For example, on our driving/walking tour of the spaces where she spent time, the 
first place she wanted to take me was to Saint Edward’s.  We followed the path that she 
followed when she walked to school; she pointed out where she would meet up with her 
three walking-buddies along the way, showed me where, they once came upon a fallen 
tree, near Christmas time and decorated it with a box of ornaments someone had put out 
in the trash.  She pointed out stores along the way that have changed over, even since her 





Figure 7: Jada’s elementary afterschool community center 
Just before we got to the elementary school, she showed me where she went for 
afterschool care, a local community center.   “Oh my goodness, that playground is so 
different” she said revisiting this space where she grew up, adding,  “It was only like ten 
dollars a day.  There were a lot of kids who went there who couldn’t afford super 
expensive daycares.” [Jada, personal communication, April, 2018].    As Jada told her 
story, she often acknowledged her awareness of class differences in a matter-of-fact kind 
of way, aware of her own class, but naming it in a way that suggested she was not 
ignoring it but that it did not impact her view of others.     
 




 Based on how she told her story, it was the transition from Saint Edwards to 
Oldfield Junior High that caused her to appreciate and understand that her elementary 
school experience was not necessarily like others.  She talked about this in two ways.  
Firstly, she talked about how coming from a diverse elementary school made the 
transition to a diverse junior high easier from her perspective: “At Oldfield, it was easier 
to adapt for St. Edwards kids than St. Paul’s kids…I mean, my elementary school was the 
most diversity I’ve ever seen.  And all these St. Anne’s [elementary school] kids coming 
in, wondering what the hell is going on. [Jada, personal communication, February, 2018].  
She knew that coming from St. Edwards gave her exposure to diversity that made her, 
from her perspective, more accepting of it when she got to Oldfield.  However, at the 
same time, she expressed concern about her peers from other, more homogeneous schools 
and how they perceived some of her classmates from St. Edwards, “A lot of people I 
went to elementary school either lived in The Park or The Quad.  So I’ve never thought 
anything different, so it’s a little bit confusing when someone says [negative things] 
about the community” [Jada, personal communication, April, 2018].  Adding to the 
complexity of her transition and her observations, Jada also found herself in a position to 
be able to “fit in” with students from St. Paul’s.  Even though she did not live in the West 
End, she looked like the kids from there, and came from a family with similar 
socioeconomic circumstances.  In her telling of stories, this ability to navigate across 
different social spaces seemed to be as much of a tension as it was as an opportunity.   
A particular story that Jada told about this tension between her neighborhood and 




understanding that spaces, neighborhoods, are significant in how she perceives the social 
interactions that play out in schools.   
     A lot of the people who I hang out with live in the West End.  And since they 
are familiar with the West End, they like to do things there.  Like, for example, in 
Grade 7 I was really close friends with these two girls and I asked them to come 
trick or treating with me around Halloween time.  One of the girl’s mom’s didn’t 
want her to come because she didn’t like where I lived.  [Jada, personal 
communication, April, 2018].  
  
When I asked her how she felt in this situation, she said:  “I felt kind of offended.  
Well.  I didn’t really know how to feel.  Like that’s how I grew up and that’s how I know 
it, the place I grew up in the place I live in.”  [Jada, personal communication, April, 
2018].  This is one of many moments of disconnect that Jada felt between the 
neighborhood where she lived and the experiences of some of her friends from other 
spaces in the city.  This comes through in her analysis of the situation:  
     Her mom didn’t know how valuable community is around where I am…she 
was talking about The Quad...like I know so many great girls and guys from there.  
I mean, I walk home on the same streets as them every day.  So, I know their 
faces.  I mean, some of them are in my class, so I know their stories.  I know that 
they’re really close. All the people that live there are friends with each other.  
When you grow up, even on the same street you just kinda grow this bond, you 
know, like you care about your neighbors. [Jada, personal communication, April, 
2018]   
 
Jada’s spatial awareness in this story was particularly interesting when thinking through 
lenses of understanding versus belonging.  Jada was not part of the West End community, 
even though some of her friends were from there; but at the same time, in defending the 
North End community, and in this case her peers who lived in The Quad, she was not 
claiming membership there either.  In some ways, she felt a kinship with her friends from 




the familiarity of having been in the space together.  However, she also seemed to be 
aware that her house, a block away, was different from actually living in The Quad:   
     I’ll never be able to, you know, really totally understand that because I would 
have never had that experience.  But I think it’s good to have such an open mind 
and be aware of that.  And living close to a community like that just gives me a 
bit of a leg up.  But for people come from the West End, when all they see is 
really like white faces everyday, it’s for them to grasp the idea that they are doing 
that…that they are relating race to sketchy neighborhoods” [Jada, personal 
communication, April, 2018].   
 
 
Figure 9: The Walk to School 
Thinking spatially, Jada understood the significance of neighborhoods and communities; 
she recognized the community that was formed by her West End friends, and the 
community formed by her friends from The Quad.  Interestingly, she did not perceive 
herself as belonging to either, but had an ability to identify the perceived/conceived 
(Lefebvre, 1991)/Firstspace/Secondspace (Soja, 1996) readings of these two communities 
and to come up with her own Thirdspace/realandimagined (Soja, 1996) analysis that 
recognized the value and misunderstandings that exist about both.  This might have been 
a result of her socioeconomic class and race, and/or her street address, which, she 
suggested, gave her access to a range of places that she may not have been exposed to 
under other circumstances.  I also think, based on my observations and conversations, 




about different experiences.  It may also be part of why she said she found it hard to 
belong to a particular social group.   
Navigating Race and Gender in Online Spaces   
In spite of this navigation of belonging, Jada always referred to being around 
diversity as a benefit; recognizing diversity in school and community remained a theme 
throughout her conversations.  Another space that came up often was the online 
community, specifically Instagram.  Like all spaces she mentioned, she brought a level of 
analysis to her discussions.  In this case, she analyzed the conversations and images that 
her peers posted online.      
 For Jada, Instagram served as a platform where she became engaged in issues that 
her peers were facing, and also as a place where of stress and social anxiety triggered 
issues of self-confidence.  She talked about how she uses Instagram to better understand 
the experiences of some of her African Nova Scotain peers, but also talked about how, 
from a gendered perspective, she found it to be unhealthy.       
  In one of our conversations that began about some of the neighborhood/racial 
tensions and perceptions outlined above, I asked Jada if this was something that was 
talked about in school.  She said, not really, but that some of her friends talk about it 
online, and then told a story of her friend who uses her Instagram account to talk about 
issues she faces as a young African Nova Scotian female.  Jada said, “She was saying 
there’s a big correlation between race and when people say it’s a bad neighborhood.  
Since The Quad is predominantly black, a lot of people say that it is sketchy, but it’s just 
something that people talk about.”  [Jada, personal communication, April, 2018]  I found 




neighborhood stereotypes.  It is not uncommon for adolescents to have hundreds of 
followers from school, people who they know or people who their friends know; this 
medium gives a platform that has a potentially large audience.  Jada said that this 
particular friend, a grade ten student at Thomas High  “talks a lot about race and the 
problems she faces” [Jada, personal communication, April, 2018].   
 At the same time, this online space caused stress for Jada.  She was a fan of 
Instagram, but felt like it went from being an art form to something else.  She commented 
on “popular kids” posting images, how that impacted some of her friends, and expressed 
worry for those who were even younger than her:  “You see popular people and you want 
to be like them.  I have a friend who has to makeup on everyday before she can step 
outside her door and I think that’s really sad.  It’s hard to grow up in a society like this 
and it worries you about what generations behind you will be doing.” [Jada, personal 
communication, February, 2018].   
 For Jada, the negative impacts of Instagram were particularly harmful for females.  
She talked of facing self-confidence issues everyday that were  amplified through social 
media.  “There’s the whole popularity thing that’s always been an issue, but it’s really 
bad now with social media.  I think the biggest issue is self-esteem issues just really 
confidence issues.   Struggling as girls, especially.  I mean I’m sure guys face other issues” 
[Jada, personal communication, May, 2018].  This conversation about gender continued 
from her talking about her online space to school space.  Self-confidence, as she explains 
it, goes beyond how someone looks or what make-up they wear: “Girls are still taught 
now to drop out of subjects like STEM.  It’s hard to persevere through that.  There are a 




communication, May, 2018].  This connection between self-image and academic self-
confidence came up again as we talked about transitioning to high school, in the next 
section.  However, impact of social media spaces and how they connected with the lives 
of adolescents in school and neighborhood spaces is relevant in two ways: self-advocacy 
and self-image.  Jada’s friend who talked about race online clearly used it as a way to 
advocate, but Jada’s perceptive on the peer-pressure that emerged related to her self-
image is also significant.   Both examples are not insignificant when thinking about the 
overlapping spatial lives of adolescents.  Jada connected these realms with some hope:  “I 
think everyone has a place in the world somewhere, so if we can maybe step outside of 
the virtual world for a second and see all our opportunities, we’ll get there someday” 
[Jada, May, 2018]. 
Transitioning to High School   
Conversations about transitioning to high school brought up the academic divide 
between those students who are in English programming and those students who are in 
French Immersion.  I ask Jada to explain the perceived difference to me and she started 
by saying, “I’m gonna tell you now, there’s not a lot of black people in French 
Immersion.” [Jada, personal communication, April 2018].  I asked her why and she did 
not really know, except that she thought that it is seen as an add-on, and that a lot of 
people perceive it to be for smart kids.  She says, “So, if your parents aren’t necessarily 
encouraging you to do something like that it just makes it, um, harder to get into I guess.” 
[Jada, personal communication, April, 2018].  It is important to recognize that to get into 
French Immersion, parents in this particular school-system need to make the decision in 




Edward’s in French Immersion are still the children in it in Junior High and onto high 
school.  In that regard, it becomes its own schooling space, with a small population of 
students in it.  The stories of who gets to take a second language immersion program 
arguably create the stereotypes that not only surround their lives, but also the lives of the 
English students.  For example, Jada told me that, “When I was going into Grade 7, I was 
told the English kids were weird and they sold drugs”[Jada, personal communication, 
February, 2018].  It is important to remember that the English program at Oldfield Junior 
High is made up of students who went to Oldfield Elementary School: these are students 
in Jada’s neighborhood who did not opt for French immersion.  Many of these students 
come from the public housing neighborhood, The Quad.  The English students who Jada 
went to elementary school with at Saint Edwards continued onto Smith Junior High.   
Jada explained how this plays out: “I mean there’s a lot of people from the Quad 
who are in the English Program…It’s mostly St. Paul’s children [in French], and most of 
St Paul’s children are white so there’s a lot of white people in the French Immersion 
program…I mean we’re always together…but there’s defiantly a separation there.” [Jada, 
personal communication, February, 2018].   
Thinking about Jada’s stories, being in the North end and going into French 
immersion seems to have had a positive effect in building community across 
neighborhoods and children, but a negative effect in Junior High as the perception for 
who is in what pathway becomes more divisive.  Interestingly, only two of the five junior 
highs that feed into Thomas High School have French Immersion programs; but even in 
the discourse that plays out among teachers at Thomas High School, there are 




suggest they are perceived as being “smarter.”  Stories that exist across schools about the 
students who are in these programs for and not for impact decisions that get made.   
Students in French Immersion can continue into pre-IB and IB while continuing 
in an immersion pathway.  English students can do pre-IB and IB without having to take 
immersive French classes, instead taking a single second language course that is aimed at 
someone with their particular language background.  When I asked Jada about course 
selection in February, she had already decided that she was going to do Pre-IB, and 
added: “I know maybe two people who are going to do pre-IB next year.  None of my 
close friends are doing it and that kind of worries me.  I’ll have to kind of meet new 
people.” [Jada, personal communication, February, 2018].  When I asked her why she 
though others weren’t going in, she said immediately,  
     A lot of people think that they aren’t smart enough” and then elaborated by 
saying: “I mean, there isn’t a lot of people from Oldfield who go into IB….it’s 
mostly Hawthorne and Meadowbrook (junior highs).  I’m a little bit confused 
about that…I think Oldfield has a reputation for being a bad school, a hood school 
I’ve heard some people say.  I mean, it could be that people don’t think they 
deserve to be in something like that, into an IB program.  I know there’s not many 
English kids who go into IB [Jada, personal communication, February, 2018].   
 
Unpacking this comment unearthed some of what has come up across my work with 
students and teachers over the course of the year; there is a perception and understanding 
that IB is for “rich white kids”: the demographics of Hawthorne and Meadowbrook 
Junior Highs are perceived as being such.  Moreover, their enrollment rates for pre-IB 
and IB are very high.  If, within Oldfield, there is already a perception of what it means to 
be smart, and if across the city, the stories that are told are of smart kids being from the 
“South End,” then it is easy to see why the transition to high school is not discussed.  




I mean no one’s really stressing over picking courses right now… I think that a lot of 
people that don’t want to do it should be doing it.  And, I mean it’s not an open 
conversation.  It’s not something people care about at this point” [Jada, personal 
communication, February, 2018].   
When I asked Jada about what she was looking forward to in high school, she 
spoke about a bigger school, some new friends, and also commented on looking forward 
to being reunited with some of her elementary school friends from Saint Edward’s who 
might be in some of her classes.  At the same time, she acknowledged that it was kind of 
hard to be growing up.  “It’s a weird transition going into high school right now.  It’s a 
tough transition for a lot of people.  I’m still struggling with school in general as it is.” 
[Jada, personal communication, May, 2018].  Jada’s awareness of navigating 
neighborhood, racial, gendered, online, academic and socioeconomic realities were not 
separate from her daily life in school; they defined her daily life in school.  The 
expectation of another transition, from her perspective, was significant.  It was easy to 
see why some of her peers would try to mitigate that transition by opting not to do 
something that is perceived as being hard or for adolescents from other parts of the city; 
the junior high navigation of worlds at Oldfield Junior High, and at Smith Junior High 
was, in itself, a seemingly challenging education.  
Looking Across Spatial Stories  
 Tia, Alex and Jada are now all pre-IB grade 10 students at Thomas High School.  
Through their telling of their spatial stories, there is much that can be learned about their 
spatial lives, their perceptions of IB, why it is a difficult space for them to enter, how they 




with school spaces.  As outlined in their stories above, each of them decided to enroll in 
pre-IB for different reasons: Tia, whose life focuses on being part of the Park and 
connected to Alta decided to join pre-IB because of a meeting that came about because of 
my increased involvement at Alta and subsequent discussions in the community about IB.  
Alex, whose spatial story was one that continually came back to her perception of her 
own class, and desire to elevate her family into a higher class, joined pre-IB because she 
felt like it would “trampoline” her into a situation where she could make more money.  
Jada joined pre-IB with social reasons in mind; though she felt like she did not have a 
choice because of her parents, and because she was a French Immersion student, she also 
did kind of want to try it, but was concerned about social implications.   
I am now the IB coordinator who sees them in the halls and walks into their 
classes.  Each of them stops into my office to check in, to grab a snack or to ask for help.  
A few weeks ago, I looked out at the 216 Grade 10 pre-IB students waiting for me to start 
an assembly and saw that Tia and Jada, whose last interactions prior to this year would 
have been in elementary school, were sitting together.  I wondered how they got to know 
each other again, if they told each other they were participants in my research?, if it is 
even something they think about.  In ways that cannot be fully processed, that are 
conscious and unconscious, all of our interactions with each other are different because of 
this research. 
 Perhaps that is why looking across the spatial stories of Tia, Alex and Jada, this 
section of the dissertation, has proven to be the most difficult to write.  Each story told is 




constructed.  And the reverberations of the telling of these stories continue, well beyond 
the scope of this research.   
 To help make sense of the challenge, I went back to the theoretical foundations of 
this work, specifically spatial theory, and how it was employed both theoretically and 
methodologically.  Spatial theory privileges relationships with people over time and 
assumes that history, sociality and spatiality are complex and interconnected, not to be 
studied in isolation (hooks, 1989, Lefebvre, 1974, 1991; Soja, 1989, 1996, 2010).  Spatial 
theory guided the way in which I conceptualized thinking about the lives of my 
participants, specifically thinking about First, Second and Thirdspaces (Soja, 1996), and 
also how the study was designed, drawing on maps, photos, videos, walks that allowed 
for an exploration of spaces through stories.   
Soja, when discussing Thirdspace, says it is  “[s]imultaneously real and imagined 
space and more (both and also…)…the exploration of Thirdspace can be described and 
inscribed in journeys to “real-and-imagined” (or perhaps “realandimagined”?) places.” 
(Soja, 1996, p. 10).  What I had not considered when designing this study was that the act 
of creating an opportunity to talk about spaces, that included the opportunity to construct 
stories of spaces using photos, video, walking tours and stories, over time would, itself, 
generate a Thirdspace of sorts.  There is a “realandimagined” (Soja, 1996) quality to the 
experience of this study; this comes through in Chapter Four, for me, as I came to 
understand how my own spatial story changed as a result of this work.  Arguably, it 
comes through in how the participants navigate their own spaces, and construct their 
realities in each of their respective stories.  That itself is a lesson--listening and being 




adolescents not only tell, but also create their spatial stories is not passive, it is active.  As 
the researcher and teacher beside Tia, Alex and Jada, I was not an observer, I was a 
participant.  I became part of their stories, part of their spaces.  And, just as important, 
they became part of mine.   
In creating this Thirdspace (Soja, 1996), other spatial lessons came through in the 
stories told by Tia, Alex and Jada.  It became clear that all three participants had a deep 
understanding that “geography is consequential” (Soja, 2010, p. 6).  For Tia, The Park 
was consequential in her life in a complex way; it is the place where she calls home, even 
though her house is not there, the space she goes to for academic help, the space where 
she sees her family.  In the context of telling her spatial story, it is also the space that she 
mapped, the space that she invited me into, the space where she decided to change her 
academic path for high school.  For Alex, physical and online space was consequential in 
an interconnected way.  She described her own house as being an old apartment in 
between two homes owned by rich people.  She talked about how she did not think it was 
a great place for a child to grow up, referencing her sister Grace.  She lived in the 
“outskirts of the heart of the city” (Alex, personal communication, February, 2018).  At 
the same time, her bedroom was of importance because it is where she saw the world, 
through her online connections to friends in other countries.  This made this space, inside 
of the apartment that she disliked, the most important space in her life, because it gave 
her access to other people, other cultures, and dreams of travel in her future.  Jada lived in 
a house, with her parents, a block away from The Quad, a public housing neighborhood.  
She navigated friendships in junior high with friends from The Quad and friends from 




For her, “geography was consequential” (Soja, 2010, p. 6) in terms of perception; she 
knew that some of her West End friends perceived her friends from The Quad negatively.  
She knew that her friends from The Quad perceived her West End friends as being rich.  
She struggled with navigating wanting to be part of both worlds, not feeling like she 
belonged to either.  The stories they told indicated that in their worlds, geography matters, 
positively and negatively, and that in the lives of adolescents, where you are from 
impacts how you are perceived, and what expectations of you exist.      
This is connected to a third lesson that comes from their stories, which derives 
from their clear understanding of outsider perspectives, Secondspace (Soja, 1996) 
understanding, of neighborhoods.  All three participants discussed outsider perspectives 
of spaces and experiences that pertained to their lives.  Tia, for example, talked about 
how she and her friend were having a Christmas party in The Park, and that the parents of 
some of their friends at Oldfield Junior High would not let them attend because they 
perceived The Park to be violent.  Alex talked about how her mom had to receive welfare 
cheques sometimes, and how some people might perceive her mom to be lazy, but how 
she went to find work at the local employment center regularly, and that sometimes it is 
just bad luck.  Jada talked about how her West End friends weren’t allowed to come 
trick-or-treating with her because their parents didn’t like that her neighborhood was so 
close to The Quad.  Each participant spoke about how misguided these perceptions were, 
and yet al.l of them seemed to take on a defeated tone when they told their stories of 
misunderstanding.  It was clear that they understood the power of stories, especially 




This connects to the fourth lesson from the stories told by the participants’, which 
is that they understood the power of language as it relates to power and positionality.  
hooks (1998) discusses how the language we use positions us in either the “main body” 
or the “margin” of a community, indicating that “language is also a place of struggle” (p. 
203).  For the participants, language, as expressed in stories about spaces, was significant 
in their understanding of how it was used and what it meant in terms of creating realities 
around them.  When talking about their academic futures, and specifically about IB, Tia, 
Alex and Jada each referenced that Meadowbrook and Hawthorne students do IB, that is, 
the program is meant for them, and not for students from Oldfield or Smith Junior high.  
This was also articulated by teachers and other students at Smith Junior High, spoken as 
if it was a fact, rather than a stereotype.  This perception manifested itself in how Tia, 
Alex and Jada talked about their own participation in IB.  They seemed to think that it 
was necessary for them to work harder than their peers from those other schools, even 
though they could not really indicate why they thought that.       
 It is as important to talk about the methodological lessons of taking on a spatial 
approach to this research.  This study was informed by spatial theory, narrative and 
ethnographic approaches.  Narrative inquiry seeks to privilege an in-depth understanding 
of sense-making, “locating …explanations within [the] worlds” (Naraian, 2017, p. 14) of 
the participants.  Using a spatial, arts based approach to better understanding the 
participants’ lives did seem to elicit unique interpretations of each of their respective 
understandings of the world.  For instance, Tia, as established, centers The Park in her 
navigation of the world.  Through her maps and walking tour, she was able to talk about 




and pointing them out in person, in ways that traditional interviews may not have been 
able to show.  Alex excelled at the photo elicitation, focusing equally on the content and 
composition.  Every photo she took had multiple meanings and when she talked about 
each one, she discussed the literal content and why it was significant, and then talked 
about the creative composition and the metaphor it implied.  For example, most of her 
outdoor photos included expansive skylines; she discussed who or what was in the 
content of the photo (a place, a family member, etc.) and then talked about why she 
framed it the way she did.  A common theme in her discussion of these photos was the 
idea that the sky is expansive and represents her desire to fly away and explore other 
horizons.  Jada was most expressive and responsive in her tours of the neighborhood 
where her elementary school was located.  For her, each corner of the school grounds 
held a story that she had to tell.  She carefully positioned herself with the recording 
devise to tell stories of her childhood with great detail, seemingly surprising herself with 
the memories that appeared to flood back by revisiting the space.  Each participant used 
the combination of methodologies – photos, video, storytelling, and walking tours 
differently, but generatively, illustrating that spatial stories are complex and are accessed 
in different ways by different people.          
 To that end, looking across the spatial stories of the participants, it is clear that 
there are, in fact, commonalities, not so much in the content of the stories, but in the ways 
in which their stories connect to their spatial knowledge and awareness.  In each case, the 
stories they told were maps of relationships in spaces over time, told through words, 
photos, videos, driving in the car, and on foot.  Their stories were complicated; they 




And their stories were layered.  They did not tell them in a linear or chronological way; 
instead, each interaction and mode of representation provided a different entry point to 
stories that were told and retold throughout the process.  Subsequently, their spatial 
awareness of consequential geography, spatial perceptions and misconceptions, and of 
the role of language in perpetuating particular narratives was insightful and revealing. 
 As the researcher, teacher and human being who got to hear each of these stories, 
in all of their modalities, the implication was that I had to reflect on my own positionality 
of what I heard.  This was important, meaningful and hard.  To that end, perhaps that is 
the most significant lesson of the stories that Tia, Alex and Jada told; they were real, 
honest, complicated and required me to change my thinking.  To listen to adolescents 
with authenticity means to hear them; in my case, to hear them, to truly hear them, meant 
that I had to change.  Based on my experiences with Tia, Alex and Jada, I would both 
caution and encourage teachers and researchers to take on engaging in spatial inquiry 

















 The purpose of this work was to explore the spatial lives of adolescents in Grade 
nine, between January and May, as they navigated their lives and anticipated their 
upcoming transition to high school, with an interest in equitable access to IB programs.  
Specifically, the research questions focused on: how they defined, described and mapped 
the spaces where they spent time; how they described their identities, experiences and 
relationships across space and time; and, what connections they made between engaging 
in this process and their perceptions about high school.  The study sustained this focus 
from beginning to end, and, as a researcher, I learned a great deal about my participants’ 
spatial lives and stories, gaining insight into what equitable access to IB programs means, 
and why these are difficult spaces to enter, but not in the ways that I anticipated.   
 From the outset of this work, throughout the development of the literature review 
on spatial methodologies and equitable access to advanced academic programs, I 
anticipated that my findings and conclusions would be about my participants.  I thought a 
story would unfold that would conclude that learning about the spaces that adolescents 
travel gives insight into how to reframe programs so that those students who are 
historically marginalized feel included.  In some ways, that is what I found.  I listened to 
and learned about how adolescents spend time, reviewed the maps they drew, photos and 
videos they captured, got to better understand their identities, experiences and 




hooks says that “spaces can be real and imagined…can tell stories and unfold 
histories…can be interrupted, appropriated, and transformed” (1989, p. 209).  My work 
with Tia, Alex and Jada and the way that they told their stories revealed this idea to be 
true; in telling and retelling their stories, revisiting spaces in their past and present, they 
affirmed and questioned their own perceptions, transformed their thinking about who 
they were and who they could be in high school.  All three of these participants are now 
enrolled in the pre-IB program at Thomas High School, a program they all initially 
named as not necessarily being for them.     
When I defended my dissertation proposal, I said that success in this research 
would be that the spatial stories of my participants were heard and that they were able to 
transform their thinking to see themselves as capable.  While this did happen, that is, they 
did see themselves as capable and enrolled, it was not as I anticipated.  They still perceive 
the space to be one that is for a particular group of upper-middle class students from a 
particular neighborhood.  They do not see themselves belonging to that group; they are 
not part of the “main body” (hooks, 1989).  Instead, they saw benefits in them leveraging 
their own spatial capitol to support their participation in the program.   
Tia, for example, made her decision with her mother, a community leader, and me 
while sitting in The Park, at the Alta center where she goes to do her homework and get 
academic support.  She sees herself as capable because her community sees her as being 
capable and is supporting her.  Alex joined IB because she wants to be successful so that 
she can support her sister Grace, and so she can travel the world; she does not want to 
have the same economic struggles she has watched her mother face.  She does not see 




working hard to leverage herself to have similar opportunities.  Jada felt that by virtue of 
already being in French Immersion, and because of pressure from her parents, she had no 
choice but to join pre-IB, even though many of her friends from her neighborhood were 
not joining.  She was very aware of the social and racial divisions within her junior high 
and how they determined pathways into high school, and she herself did not want to be 
perceived as someone who perpetuated the stereotypes.  At the same time, she saw value 
in entering IB, understanding the perceptions that exist about the program, trying to 
outwork the social expectations of the space.   
What I thought would be a “success”-- the participants enrolling in pre-IB -- does 
not make this a “success story.”  What is learned from the participants is that for them to 
perceive themselves as being capable, they have to outwork and navigate a space that is 
not naturally welcoming for them.  In other words, the space they have entered requires 
them to work hard not only academically, but also socially.  Their stories magnify the 
experiences that are scattered throughout the research into equitable access to IB, which 
is that even when barriers are removed, historically marginalized students often struggle 
throughout the program and have higher attrition rates (Coca et al., 2011; Caspary et al., 
2015; Saavedra, 2014), suggesting that even in open access contexts, the programs are 
still implemented to be for privileged students (Bernhardt, 2014).  We cannot claim 
equitable access if we ask historically marginalized students to socially conform to an 
educational space that does not also change with them.    
 To that end, this research process became about much bigger spatial stories being 
“interrupted, appropriate and transformed” (hooks, 1989), beginning with my own story 




broadly how equitable access is and arguably should be discussed.  These findings came 
about because of the methodological framing used to theorize and enact the study.  
Subsequently, it is necessary to discuss the findings through the spatial lenses that guided 
the process.   
Pulling together theory and story.  At the outset of the study, I relied on 
Lefebvre (1991) and Soja (1996, 2010), specifically their conceptions of spaces being 
Perceived, Conceived and Lived (Lefebvre, 1991) and thought of as Firstspace, 
Secondspace and Thirdspace (Soja, 1996).  The questions I asked allowed me to 
understand the geography of the spaces I was interested by thinking about them using a 
Perceived (Lefebvre, 1991)/Firstspace (Soja, 1996) lens.  I was able to hear about the 
ways that the participants understood how others, outsiders, perceived their lived realities 
by drawing on the idea of a Conceived (Lefebvre, 1991) or Secondspace (Soja, 1996).  
And, perhaps of most significance, I was able to gain insight into how my participants 
navigated their “realandimagined” (Soja, 1996) understandings of their lived realities by 
thinking about them through a Lived (Lefebvre, 1991), Thirdspace (Soja, 1996) lens.  In 
other words, spatial theory and spatial thinking gave me the framework I needed to ask 
and hear the spatial stories of my participants. 
 While Lefebvre (1991) and Soja (1996, 2010) helped me to inquire into and 
explore the questions that I had, it was hooks (1989) who gave me the lens I needed to 
analyze and understand the experiences that I had as a researcher and teacher throughout 
the experience of doing this study.  In her 1989 article, hooks discusses several spatial 
ideas that I found myself revisiting as I was in the process of analyzing the stories that 




experience in conducting this study.  hooks says, “to be in the margin, is to be part of the 
whole but outside the main body” (1989, p. 204).  This quotation resonated with me as I 
thought about my participants.  It became clear that even though they had “open access” 
to whatever academic program they wanted when they transitioned to high school, they 
did not necessary feel that they were welcome in all of them.  As I listened to their stories 
of themselves and of their peers at other junior highs, I came to realize that their 
“realandimagined” (Soja, 1996) understandings of others and themselves, as related to 
high school, lived in the stories they heard and the stories told about these programs.  In 
other words, the policy and/or intentions of the implementation of the program are less 
significant to the decision making of students thinking about enrolling, than the stories 
told about programs in the community.  IB was a story that they were not part of.  The 
story I was telling differed from the stories they knew and understood to be real.  As it 
turns out, I was the one who needed to revisit that which was “realandimagined” (Soja, 
1996) to me.   
 As I outlined in Chapter Four, my own spatial story became deeply embedded in 
the research that I conducted.  When I started this work, I said that I was taking on a 
stance as a/r/tographer (Fendler, 2013; Irwin & Spriggay, 2008), that is, as an artist, 
researcher and teacher.  I knew that that meant I would engage in the arts based research 
practices (Bagnoli, 2009; Fendler, 2013; Leavy 2009; Luttrell, 2010; Paulston, 1996; 
Pink, 2007) alongside my participants, that I would draw on ethnographic approaches to 
inquiry (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Emerson et al., 1995; LeCompte & Schensul, 1999; 
Merriam, 2009), and rely on a narrative inquiry position of giving primacy to the 




a/r/tography stance as a way to “get in there” with my participants, to generate artifacts 
with them and understand how they constructed their spatial stories, underestimating that 
doing that meant that I would be juxtaposing my own beliefs and stories next to theirs.  
While I knew that this would be a “deterritorialization of the researcher’s identity” 
(Fendler, 2013, p. 788), I think I had romanticized what that might mean, not anticipating 
the internal moments of tension, reflection, conflict and uncertainty that I would now 
frame as being the moments in which my own spatial stories were: “interrupted, 
appropriated, and transformed” (1989, p. 209).  This, I would argue, is a significant 
implication of taking an a/r/tography stance: to do the work alongside participants is, or 
at least should be, to do the work with yourself.   
  Some of this work that I had to do was to revisit my own biases and interpretation 
of the framing of the IB program at Thomas High School, in Nova Scotia, and in the 
literature more broadly.  My own history with the program, familiarity with the language, 
and vested interest put me in the “main body” (hooks, 1989) of the IB establishment both 
in Nova Scotia and in North America.  While I was trying to see the Nova Scotian 
context as being different from some of the findings in the research, I came to realize that 
in many ways, we are the same.  Sisken et al. (2010) note the importance of getting past 
preconceived notions of IB as a selective honors program is significant in recruiting 
students.  Approaching my research from a spatial lens allowed me to understand that in 
the context of Thomas High School, the perception of IB is that it is a selective program 
and that the ‘stereotypical’ students who fit that description come from the South End of 
the city.  Even though all three of the participants valued their academic performance, set 




told stories about the students from other neighborhoods who they perceived as being the 
kind of student and person IB was designed to serve.  This aligns with Bernhardt’s (2014) 
critique of open access, when he says: “It is not enough for districts to establish “open 
course enrollment” policies. While this action is certainly necessary, a number of other 
factors, which are often ignored, need to be publicly addressed so that open enrollment 
policies can be authentically implemented… [s]chools committed to IB need to pay close 
attention to how the program’s structure limits participation” (accessed August 10, 2017).  
In other words, an open access policy is not enough; adolescents need to believe and see 
that the programs offered are for them, not just for a particular group of students.  Tia, 
Alex and Jada made that very clear in their spatial stories.   
 With that in mind, I go back to the growing body of literature that definitively 
indicates that low-income and minoritized students who complete the IB Diploma 
Program experience long-term benefits in university that put them on-par with their peers 
who come from higher socioeconomic backgrounds (Caspary et al., 2015; Coca et al. 
2011; Gordon et al., 2015; Saavedra, 2014).  It is an ethical injustice to offer an academic 
program and claim that it is “open access” if does not include a significant part of the 
student body, when it is known that it would benefit all students.  That being said, it is 
my own spatial story – specifically what was “interrupted, appropriated, and transformed” 
(hooks, 1989), that challenged and moved my thinking on what needs to happen in order 
to make this idea a reality. 
 In the IB literature exploring this issue, Perna (2005) asks a critical question in 
equitable access pursuits about which courses are being offered.  If the classes on offer do 




who benefits from participation?  For example, if there are only intermediate and 
advanced options of courses available (even when the IB offers introductory level 
language and math courses, for example), then is the program inclusive?  Moreover, 
Caspary et al. (2015) ask “how can the attitudes of teachers and coordinators about 
perceptions of which students benefit from an IB Diploma program shift from students-at 
risk to students of promise?” (p. 9).  These two questions became very real challenges as 
I took over as IB coordinator, causing me to better understand how the stories of Tia, 
Alex and Jada came to be their understandings of what IB is at Thomas High School.  
 One of the greatest challenges I faced in the wake of hearing the spatial stories of 
my participants was navigating and reconciling my previous beliefs and my 
“realandimagined” (Soja, 2006) understandings of the implementation of IB alongside 
the understandings of my participants.  As outlined in Chapter Four, hooks (1989) talks 
about how in changing and complicated power relationships, we have a choice about 
where we position ourselves; we can be on the side of colonizers, or on the side of 
political resistance (p. 203).  She emphasizes that the decision we make informs our 
ability to “envision new, alternative, oppositional aesthetic acts” (1989, p. 203).  The 
more I heard, the more I realized that the program that I value was being implemented in 
a way that was colonizing; it reinforced a particular understanding of what it means to be 
an IB student.  Grappling with this was not easy, but was necessary.     
 Subsequently, in engaging with the stories that my participants told, I had to do a 
critical analysis of how I was reinforcing a particular understanding of what IB is, and 
how my colleagues were doing the same.  hooks says that “language is also a place of 




the experiences we have.  As my research unfolded, my way of talking about IB started to 
change and I began to feel a distance grow with some of my colleagues.  This may be the 
hardest personal lesson of this dissertation; that theory and practice between the idea of 
equitable access to IB and the reality of what it means requires moving away from the 
colonizing discourse.  
 Of the many things I learned from Tia, Alex and Jada, something that has 
resonated with me is the significance of how they de-center school when thinking about 
how to support their own academic success.  Tia relied on the community center, Alex 
generated support from her online community, and Jada relied on her family for support.  
In keeping with Leander et al. (2010), these participants shared with me how their lives 
are a complicated navigation across spaces, online and offline, over time, and that the 
ways in which they seek out academic support might not be in keeping with the 
perceptions of those of us who inadvertently center schools when we talk about students.  
Anecdotally, one of the stories told at school about students who are successful in IB is 
that they attend extra help, do their homework, and listen to the teacher in class.  In other 
words, they perform school in a particular way.  This negates the narrative of the students, 
who are working hard, but who construct knowledge differently and whose support 
network is not necessarily in the building; we, as teachers who center the school, and 
center particular programs, need to be reminded that the institution is not exclusively the 
reason for students’ success.  By asking students about their lives, and by moving to the 
community, we can expand our understanding of how students achieve success, learn 
who it is that can support students, and what it means to create a “nexus” (Leander et al., 




students whose “realandimagined” (Soja, 1996) realities are on margin of the main body 
(hooks, 1989).    
 hooks’ explanation of being on the margin is not one of a deficit stance.  She 
explains that the “space of radical openness is a margin – a profound edge.” (1989, p. 
206).  In other words, it is from the margin that change can happen.  In listening to the 
spatial stories of my participants, engaging with them in exploring my own spatial story, I 
found myself shifting my own language, my positionality in the school, and my belief as 
to what operationally needs to happen in order to achieve equitable access in an IB 
program; I found myself moving away from the main body to the margin.  As hooks 
warns,  “[l]ocating oneself there is difficult yet necessary.  It is not a ‘safe’ place.  One is 
always at risk.  One needs a community of resistance.” (hooks, 1989, p. 206).  In this 
research process, hearing the stories of Tia, Alex and Jada, exploring my own spatial 
stories, and connecting back to the literature on equitable access, I have been fortunate: 
while I have transformed my own thinking, language and beliefs about the enactment of 
an equitable access IB program, steps that have not been easy, I have also found a 
“community of resistance” (hooks, 1989) comprised of people with similar beliefs, values 
and vision.  That has made all the difference.  It is now my responsibility to create that 
same community for Tia, Alex, Jada and the students who are willing to see IB going a 
different way.  
Implications  
 There are many lessons that have been learned about the nature of spatial stories, 
the spatial lives of adolescents as they transition to high school, and the perceptions that 




through their engagement in this process, illustrated that spatial stories are complex, they 
are layered, can be accessed in different ways through different artifacts, and are never 
complete.  In listening to spatial stories though, knowledge can be gained about the 
experiences of adolescents navigating school in relation to other aspects of their lives.  In 
thinking about academic programming, Tia, Alex and Jada reveled that IB is a difficult 
space for them to enter academically and socially as, they explained, it privileges being a 
student in a particular way, from particular neighborhoods.  I also learned that for them to 
enter this space required their own navigation and leverage of support from the spaces 
where they do spend time. 
 The implications of these lessons have impacts on my daily practice as a teacher, 
researcher and IB coordinator and may have implications in other spaces.  Firstly, based 
on the spatial knowledge generated through the process of hearing spatial stories, and as a 
way to further decolonize the research process, my vice principal Maria and I have 
received a grant from the Province of Nova Scotia to conduct a Youth Participatory 
Action Research study that inquires into neighborhood knowledge.  Unlike this study, 
that still privileges me as a researcher and teacher, the YPAR study will be driven by the 
interests of the students who decided to participate, with the intention of decolonizing and 
humanizing who gets to produce knowledge for and about schools.  Students will be 
encouraged to think about knowledge that lives in their neighborhoods, and will be 
invited and supported to research and document the spatial stories that inform their lives, 
and to share that knowledge at school.  
 From an IB perspective, the findings of this study have school based programing 




became clear that the program itself has to change; equitable access has to come from the 
margin, not the main body (hooks, 1989).  To that end, teachers and, more importantly, 
students have been looking at different courses and combinations of courses that could be 
offered.  The intention is to create IB options value different interests and literacies as 
identified by those students who want to participate.   
 The goal of qualitative research is not to generalize and the findings.  However, 
the rich and complex findings of using spatial theory as a way to elicit stories from 
adolescents is an important implication for other researchers to consider as they explore 
their own questions.  Moreover, thinking about academic programs from a spatial lens 
also proved to be a useful way to better understand how adolescents perceive their 
inclusion or exclusion from particular opportunities; the implications of, in this case, 
applying hooks’ metaphor of the main body and the margin served to be a highly relevant 
theoretical framing and way to move forward in trying to change programming.  This 
may be useful for others trying to find language and ways to conceptualize their own 
contexts.    
Further Research 
 As a result of these findings, there are several additional avenues to explore 
relating spatial stories and the networked lives of adolescents (Leander et al., 2010), 
using spatial theory and arts based methodologies, the power of spatial stories as personal 
and professional reflection, and what it really means to construct academic programs that 
promote equitable access.  What are the kinds of stories that adolescents will tell if given 
the opportunity to share across spaces? What is gained by using flexible arts-based 




academic programming, but could also be about other aspects of their spatial lives.  This 
can and should lead to the question: what is the reflective and transformative potential for 
educators when they have the opportunity to hear and engage in the spatial stories of the 
adolescents they work with?  While the intention of this work was to decolonize and 
humanize the participants and their experiences of being marginalized from a particular 
academic program, these stories are only impactful if they are heard.   From a policy 
standpoint, research could also be extended to explore how the IB, schools, and 
proponents of a range of schooling programs benefit from listening to stories and seeing 
their programs not for what they conceive of them to be, but through the 
“realandimagined” (Soja, 2006) stories that exist about them.  The big question is: can 
this lead to greater equitable access for all students?  Given the literature that suggests 
that participation in an IB education can be a leveler for students whose life 
circumstances may trend towards different academic outcomes (Caspary et al., 2015, 
Coca et al., 2011, Gordon et al., 2015, Saavedra, 2014), there is a responsibility to further 
pursue these lines of inquiry. 
Critique of the Study 
 There are limitations and critiques that can be made of this study.  It took place 
over part of the school year when adolescents are making decisions about their transition 
to high school, limiting the duration of the story that is explored.  The study focuses on 
three participants, all female, from the same neighborhood.  While their stories are 
undoubtedly rich and complex, they are also incomplete and subsequently only partial 




 While the intention of the work was to decolonize and humanize the experiences 
of the participants, inevitably my own involvement in this study created unanticipated 
complexity as the research unfolded.  I began the study perceiving myself as a researcher, 
and then took a job at the high school where the students at the junior high students 
transition into; this gave me the authority of being a teacher at the school where they 
would be attending, complicating my presence in their grade nine classes.  Inevitably, this 
allowed me access to certain spaces and stories, and alienated others.   
As was outlined in Chapter Four, gaining the trust of participants and then asking 
to hear their stories became a constant ethical decision that required me to navigate my 
own spatial relationships with these students as grade nines, soon to be high school 
students who I may teach.  My decision making process as a researcher always erred on 
the side of my future teaching relationship with the students, not wanting to complicate or 
compromise how they would feel if they found themselves in my classroom.  My 
relationship became increasingly complex when, towards the end of the research, I was 
also appointed as the IB Coordinator at Thomas High School.  Again, in being careful to 
not put pressure on my participants knowing that I would have some authority over their 
schooling became my priority; maintaining relationships took precedence over pursuing 
research.  Inevitably though, in spite of my intention to decolonize and privilege their 
stories, the “realandimagined” (Soja, 1996) power I wielded inevitably impacted the 
research space.    
 Methodologically, there are other ways to elicit and ask questions about spatial 
stories and equitable access that go beyond the questions asked here, and may have 




the primary lens of questioning and analysis rather than spaces themselves.  Teachers and 
administrators could have been included in the analysis, as could parents.  More 
participants could be included, over a longer period of time.   
All of these critiques leave room for further study, but also reinforce that the 
purpose of this work was not to generalize, but instead to explore particular experiences 
at particular points in time.  This study assumes that individual stories matter and are of 
consequence to educational research, a stance that is not universally agreed upon.   
Conclusion 
In some ways, my questions are not answered, but reformulated. In the context 
where I work, Thomas High School, I have now begun transforming the program based 
on the stories I heard, and my own shifting positionality.  Each of my participants is now 
a student in the school; all of them in the pre-IB program that I oversee.  The implications 
of my findings are not just theoretical; they are my daily responsibility.  And the trust that 
I built with my participants in hearing their stories has become a promise to support them 
as they become the risk-takers and leaders who are forging ahead to do this program that 
they did not necessarily see as being for them.   
 bell hooks argues that, “[w]ithout a decolonizing mentality, smart students from 
disenfranchised backgrounds often find it difficult to succeed in the educational 
institutions of dominator culture” (2010, p. 26).  The conclusion to this study is that in 
order to create an IB program that fosters equitable access, it is necessary to make time to 
hear the stories that exist in the spaces where our students come from.  But hearing these 
stories is not enough.  We also have to ask questions about our own roles, as the adults 




programs and students.   Then, we have to take hooks’ advice, and pull away from the 
main body, find ourselves in the margins, with a “community of resistance” (hooks, 
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Appendix A: Adolescent Interaction & Interview Guides 
 
Note: these guides framed each interaction, but the nature of the semi-structured 
interviews meant that conversation deviated from these guides.   
 
Interaction One: January/February 2018 
Format: Meeting that included the generation of a map and a discussion about the map 
and the spaces indicated on the map. 
Artifact Generation Direction: Sketch/draw a map of the places where you spend time.  
Think about your daily life, but also think about places you go across the 
week/month/year.  The map doesn’t have to be a direct representation. 
 
Discussion and Interaction: 
1. To begin, tell me a bit about your life, where you have grown up and about your 
family. 
2. What does a typical week look like in your life?  What do you do and where do you 
spend time? 
3. Give me a tour of your map.  Tell me a little bit about what you do in each place, 
and who you spend time with there. 
4. On your map, tell me who you spend time with in each place.  As you do this, can 
you tell me about the kinds of relationships you have with those people.   
5. In which of these places do you feel at your best?  
6. Can you give me an example of what happens to allow you to feel that way? 
7. Thinking across these places, what are some of the other emotions, or feelings you 
have when you think about these spaces?  Are there some spaces where you can 
do what you want?  Are there some spaces where you are not allowed to do what 
you want? 
8. If you could choose to spend more time in one of these spaces, where would you 
choose?  Why? 
9. If you could add somewhere to this map, where would it be?  Why? 
10.  Is there anywhere on this map where you would rather not spend time?  Why? 
11. One of the places (on/not on) your map is school.  How do you feel at/about 
school?   
12. How do you think that your experiences across all of these spaces impact how you 




Note: At the end of this interaction, participants were asked to take photos using their 








Interaction Two: March – April, 2018 
Format: Meeting that includes looking over the photos taken by the participants.   
Artifact Generation: The participant took photos in advance of this interaction; they were 
given time to look through the photos and to discuss the ones that were important to them.    
 
Discussion and Interaction: 
1. The last time we met, we walked through the spaces where you spend time; since 
then you captured some photos.  Can we start by looking at those photos and can 
you tell me again about those spaces and why you took that particular photos? 
2. Are there spaces that we missed?  If so, what are those spaces?  Can you tell me 
about them? 
3. Looking across these photos, what do you notice?  Do you think these photos 
connect to the map you drew the last time?  If so, how?  If not, why not? 
4. What are the stories these images tell about you?  If a stranger were to look at these 
artifacts, what do you think he/she would say about you?  
5. When you think about your future, do you see yourself continuing to spend time in 
these spaces?  Why/why not? 
6. How do you think these spaces, and the relationships you have in these spaces, have 
informed your sense of what you want to do in the future? 
 
Interaction Three: April – May, 2018 
Format: During this interaction, we walked through a space that was important to the 
participant, informed by the map generated on the first interaction, and by the photos 
taken.  The participants generated video and a walking interview took place and was 
recorded.  
Artifact Generation: Videos captured by the participant.  Photos taken by the researcher.    
 
Discussion and Interaction: 
1. The purpose of this walk is to get a better sense of your life through your eyes, and 
across the spaces where you spend time.  As we walk, tell me about the spaces, 
the stories you have and why these spaces are important.  To help, if you want to 
take pictures or capture video.  We will spend time during our next session talking 
about these artifacts. 
 
2. Possible questions to be asked about spaces where we travel: 
• Tell me why we are here. 
• What makes this space special? 
• Tell me about a memory 
• Who do you normally spend time with here? 
• Tell me about a memory you have about spending time in this space. 









Interaction Four: April-May, 2018 
Format: Participants began by generating a timeline of their life until now and ten years 
into the future; they also wrote a letter to their future selves, dated for their high school 
graduation.  The meeting then included looking over the map, photos, video and 
connecting it to the timeline and their plans for high school.   
Artifact Generation: The participant generated a timeline of their future and a letter to 
their future self.  
 
Discussion and Interaction: 
1. Over the past three times we’ve met, we’ve talked about the spaces where you 
spend time.  Are there other spaces we have missed or have not discussed? 
2. As we have talked about spaces, we have also talked about relationships and power.  
What have you learned about yourself and your own experiences based on these 
conversations and experiences? 
3. Over our time together, you generated all of these artifacts.  What story do you 
think they tell about you?   
4. How might a stranger interpret these artifacts? 
5. Since we started talking, you’ve made a choice about course selection for next year.  
What have you decided to pursue in Grade Ten? 
6. How did you make that decision? 
7. Tell me about your timeline.  Where do you see yourself in the future? 
8. What are you looking forward to in high school? 
9. What do you wonder about when you think about high school? 
10. Will going to high school impact how and where you spend time, or do you think 
it will remain mostly the same? 
11.  Does this make you excited, nervous…some other feeling?   
12. What else would you like to add to this conversation? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
